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Chapter One

Clara Rommel

Why?

I trained for years for battle. I trained with guns, with swords—I trained in simulated battles as both a captain and a fleet commander.

So why, when it came to a real battle, did I freeze and become so useless?

“Get down, my lady!” shouted Felix from my right, tackling me to the wall just before a hail of bullets cut through where I was previously standing.

“Felix!” I shouted. “Are—are you alright? Were you—”

It only took one look at his face through his helmet’s visor to see him gasping for breath with panic in his eyes. Looking behind him, I saw several trails of bloody droplets lingering in the air where the bullets pierced his suit and body.

“Felix—no, we need to—!”

“Agnes!” Felix managed to shout. “You’re in charge now! She got the call out, so… so—protect her until help arrives! Believe in the Imperium! Not all of our brothers and sisters are traitors!”

“Conserve your breath!” I shouted. “We need to patch your suit and—”

Felix tapped his helmet against mine and looked into my eyes. “It has… been an honor, my lady. Tell my children… that their father died for honor and nation.”

“There will be no need to tell them that! Please, listen to me!”

Felix used the last of his breath to chuckle before taking a grenade into each of his hands and propelling himself into the same hallway that our invaders were coming from.

The airlock sealed behind him.

All I could do was float there in zero gravity, watching the sealed airlock.

Again.

I stood and watched. Again.

Another of those who followed me—those who placed their life in my hands, died while I did nothing but watch.

What was wrong with me? Why did my hands tremble with such fear?

“Hilda, Leo,” Agnes spoke up, her voice coming through our suits’ linked communications just as Felix’s did only moments ago. “Take her through the maintenance shafts toward the armory. Our forces should be holding their own down there and can secure her until rescue arrives.”

“A-Agnes?” Hilda replied. “What… what about you? Aren’t you coming with us?”

Agnes shook her head. “They know we’re trapped in here, and it will only be a matter of time until they discover the entrance to the maintenance shaft after they breach this room. I will buy our lady as much time as I can.”

“Agnes,” I called out. “Please… do not leave us—do not leave me. I cannot bear the thought of more dying for me.”

“Ah, my lady, this is why everyone calls you the crybaby princess. How many times do I have to tell you that the other nobles won’t take you seriously when you cry so easily? Hah. Not that I dislike that about you. It’s nice to have served under a noble with some actual emotion.” She took her rifle and replaced its magazine with a new one. “But I won’t forgive you for making me give up booze. That really pissed me off, yeah? Now I have to die sober. Ah, what a pain.”

“Please—”

“Hilda, Leo, take her. Drag her if you have to.”

Hilda and Leo saluted with their hands raised in front of their chests. “It has been an honor, Lieutenant Becker!” they shouted in unison.

“Yeah, yeah. Drag our favorite crybaby out of here already. Don’t make me regret this.”

Hilda led the way while Leo grabbed me by my arm to drag me into the maintenance shaft. The entrance closed behind us, and the last I saw of Agnes was her smiling without any fear in her eyes.

How was she so brave when I could not be?

A few minutes later of making our way through the ship’s maintenance shaft and Leo shook his head while looking at one of the wall panels. “It’s no good. The armory has been lost.”

“How?!” I shouted. “Our knights were—!”

“I don’t know. That was one of the most fortified sections of the ship. How did… it doesn’t matter. We need to come up with a new plan.”

Hilda then proposed, “What about the missile pods? We can get her out through one of the tubes.”

Leo nodded. “That can work. With all the debris and corpses out there, it will take them a while to find her… but it would also take time for any of ours to find her.”

“We can put a tracker on her?”

“The enemy will pick up the signal as well.”

“Tch. Then… what if we use an encrypted signal and send a few decoys? They won’t know which one is our lady.”

The two talked back and forth about a plan without ever needing my input.

Their sole focus was to protect me, and I could not even assist them.

Was I truly that useless?

“Alright, we have to go with that,” Leo said. “There’s no way help is getting here, but they might be able to pick her up and make a quick escape if we get her outside the ship.”

“We don’t have any other choice,” Hilda said. “Alright, that’s two decks above us. We need to—”

A flurry of bullets pierced through Hilda’s helmet with even more spraying all around us. One of them would have hit me as well if it was not for Leo pushing me away.

Fear gripped my heart once more.

Another of my knights—another of my friends, died before my eyes.

I knew war was terrible, but I only now understood just how terrifying it was. Hilda’s life was taken in less time than it took to blink. One moment, she was there. The next moment, she was gone.

“Go… my lady!” Leo shouted, his voice struggling in a way that I was now regrettably familiar with.

His suit was punctured as well.

“I’ll… hold them off! Don’t you… dare let our deaths be for nothing!”

A floating droplet of blood splashed against my helmet as I watched Leo get into cover to try and hold my pursuers back for as long as possible.

“Damn it, go!”

“I—I’m sorry, Leo,” I said, trying not to cry yet failing to resist.

He was right. If I died, all their sacrifices would be in vain. Every one of their deaths rendered pointless. No matter how terrified I might have been, I needed to survive.

After getting out of sight, I heard Leo’s voice come in through the short-range communicator one last time. “It’s… been fun, Clara. Thanks for… giving me a family.”

“L-Leo?” I replied, but there was no response.

Piece by piece, I felt my heart shatter with such pain that I doubted would ever go away. How could anyone survive such pain? How—

No. There was no time to think about that.

I had to follow the plan and make it to the upper deck where the missile pods were. And now that I made it out of the maintenance shaft, all I had to do was unlock the door in front of me, and then the stairs to get up above would be right there.

I entered the code on the bulkhead’s security panel as red lights flashed while the warning silently rang without pressure to carry its waves.

But upon opening the bulkhead, I was met with a humanoid machine that immediately slammed its gun into my torso to send me flying backward.

The machine—a jaeger, was an elite machine designed for the sole purpose of hunting high-priority targets to catch them dead or alive. Now, I was its prey.

And there was no chance for me to defend myself against it. All I had on me was my sword after losing my gun during the escape. If I even so much as reached for my blade, it would kill me just like everyone else.

But… I couldn’t.

After everything that happened, what kind of woman would I be if I surrendered? After everyone’s sacrifices?!

Don’t you dare let our deaths be for nothing!

Leo’s words rang through my mind as I reached for my sword.

The jaeger raised its rifle and aimed it straight between my eyes.

They must have wanted to capture me alive if it hadn’t shot yet. But, if I fought back, it would not hesitate to take my life.

Would I be throwing my life away—wasting the sacrifices of my friends, if I drew my sword?

No, even if I did not draw my blade, I would be captured and executed by my sister. Whether I fought back or not did not matter. The end result was the same. Either I could die while finally doing something brave for once, or I could let my death be a mockery of a show for the public.

If those were my only two options, then…

Though my hand trembled with greater intensity than I knew possible, I reached for my blade and—

Dozens of pellets tore through the jaeger standing before me. It went from an instant away from killing me to destroyed scrap floating in the air.

“Hot damn, I love this toy,” said the voice of an unfamiliar man standing behind the destroyed bot wielding some variation of shotgun, his voice coming through the open channel of my short-range communicator.

Taking the new chance I had, I scrambled toward the floating gun of the jaeger and immediately aimed it at him until I knew who he was with.

“Woah there,” he said, raising his hands up. “I’ve already been smacked after helping a lady before. I’d rather not add getting shot to the list of ways I’ve been thanked.”

“Who—who are you?!” I shouted at him. “Who are you with?! If you are not wearing a uniform of the Imperium, then you must be—!”

“Name’s Atlas. Captain of the best girl in the galaxy. Just arrived in the system and got your distress call, so I figured I’d come on over.” He lowered his hands. “I’m a friendly guy, alright?”

“I have never met a friendly man who has to tell others that he is friendly.”

“Dang. Figured that one might work since I got scolded the last time I said I’m a good guy, but I guess friendly is no good either. Alright, listen. I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but I’ve got a ship ready to accept any survivors. You said there are thirteen of you, yeah?”

I… lowered my gun and looked away. “There… were thirteen of us.”

“Then let’s get out of here before there’s zero of ya left.” He walked up to me and reached down to offer me a hand. “I doubt they’d want this to be your grave.”

The faces of my friends flashed before my eyes.

Agnes, Hilda, Leo, Felix—everyone who I considered family was taken from me. They died to protect me.

Even if the pain hurt so much that I wished for death, it would be an insult to die after what they sacrificed for me.

I had to survive until I avenged them—until I delivered justice and saw my sister held accountable for her actions.

I reached forward to grab the man’s hand, allowing him to help me up. “Thank you,” I told him. “On the honor of my name, you will be rewarded for your aid.”

The man cracked a smile and chuckled. “Exactly what I was hopin’ for.”


Chapter Two

Atlas

Well, I had to admit, things were going even better than I hoped for.

Sure, I would have liked to arrive at a nice, peaceful system instead of almost getting taken out by stray shots and debris in the middle of a war zone, but I got to rescue royalty. Not some low-tier royalty, either. From what I had Argos pull up for me on the way to dock with the battleship, the lady who sent that distress signal—the same lady who I rescued—was the “Second Daughter” of the emperor himself. A proper princess in line for the throne.

What better way to fix my reputation than by getting on the good side of an actual princess?

Not to mention that we’d probably get a nice reward, too. Royals were usually rich, after all.

Anyways, after bringing the princess back to the ship, I had her wait in the spare cabin while we undocked from her battleship and got out of there. We had no real destination in mind yet. The important thing was burning at a full g to get out of the combat zone before anyone noticed us.

Then, since I had to put on a suit to go help the princess, I styled my hair to get my pompadour back. I gave the princess a quick introduction before, but now it was time for her to get to know the real me. That meant I needed my pompadour.

“Damn, I look good,” I said, checking myself out in the mirror.

“I knew it,” Mari said, standing in the doorway to the bathroom.

“Knew what?”

“You really do say that every single time you look in a mirror.”

I smiled and asked, “Am I wrong?”

Mari shook her head before leaning up on the tips of her toes to kiss me. It wasn’t one of the usual, quick kisses either. It felt a bit extra passionate, especially since she gave me a bit of tongue.

“What’s the special occasion?” I asked. “Not that I’m complaining.”

Mari, with a hint of red coloring her cheeks, looked away and said, “You brought a girl… a princess on board. I… feel a little jealous. Not—not because I want to chain you or anything! I just… might feel a little inadequate compared to someone like her.”

“Hmm. In that case.” I scooped Mari up to sit her down on the edge of the sink in front of me before tilting my head to the side. “How about you give me a nice mark to prove you were here first? Not even a princess can compete with that.”

“Is that… really appropriate to do before you go talk to her?”

“It don’t matter if it is. What matters is how much you’re smilin’ at the thought of it.”

Mari giggled and grabbed onto my head to keep me steady as she brought her teeth to my neck.

Let me tell you, she never got any gentler than she was the very first time she gave me a hickey.

Probably because I never bothered telling her that she did it too roughly.

What can I say? I liked when she went all vampire on my neck.

In the spare cabin, Miss Princess stared at my neck with a concerned look on her face. “Is your… neck alright?”

“Feelin’ better than ever,” I answered while giving the fresh bruise a couple of stinging smacks. “And how about you? Anything feel wrong? I’ve got a medbay if you need it.”

Clara shook her head. “I am… fine. If only I was not the only one.”

I could already tell what was wrong with her. I saw others go through the same thing, and she had all the signs of it.

Survivor’s guilt.

I leaned against the wall and asked her, “How about you tell me what’s goin’ on? I didn’t hear about there being a war in this system.”

“That is—I… have any reports been made public?” Clara asked. It was obvious she didn’t want to go into the details unless they were already public. Probably not a bad idea.

“Argos, any news?”

Argos pulled up some articles on the room’s panel for me. I read what sounded like the first relevant one out loud, “In a horrifying act of regicide and betrayal, Second Daughter Clara has been linked to the murder of Emperor Rommel, First Son Henry, and First Daughter Emilia. Third Daughter Gabriele has vowed that she will bring Second Daughter Clara to face punishment for her actions and—”

Clara jumped up and screamed “That lying—! This is all… everything was… I am such a fool. So blind was I to fantasies of worlds beyond that I ignored the blight taking root at home. Had I not been so preoccupied—had I listened to Emilia and Henry… they—none of this would have—” She started choking up and I could tell that she wanted to cry as her shoulders trembled, but she held back.

Maybe she believed that she would appear weak if she cried.

I held my arms open and asked, “Want a hug?”

Clara looked like she wanted to say yes, but only for an instant before narrowing her eyes at me and saying, “Do not patronize me.”

“I’m not. It’s a serious offer. Besides, no real man would judge someone for needin’ a hug.”

“That—… will not fix anything.”

“It won’t fix anything, but it might make you feel a little better.” I waved my arms a bit. “Come on.”

“There are more important matters to worry about. I should not waste my time on—”

“Space is a big place and it’ll take a while to get anywhere. But if you don’t want a hug, I won’t pressure you into it.”

Clara looked at me again like she wanted to say yes but shook her head. “What you read was a lie. I swear on my name that I would never harm my family. My sister—no, she does not deserve to be called that anymore. Gabriele is responsible for this.”

“Got any proof?”

“I—” She looked down and clenched her fists. “I… do not.”

“So, the public story is that you’re a traitor who killed your family, and you’re saying it was your sister, but you’ve got no proof. Did you see it happen?”

“No…”

“Then how do you know it’s her?”

Clara snapped her head upward and stared into my eyes. “Because she is the only one who would do this! She has always hated being the fourth born! She desires father’s throne for herself, and now—! And now… she will get it.”

“I figure that killin’ an emperor and two of his kids ain’t gonna be an easy task no matter who does it.”

“I do not know how she did it… but I promise you that it had to be her!”

“You understand that it’s gonna be hard to convince anyone you’re telling the truth without any evidence, right?”

“I know that! But you have to… I… what am I supposed to do? The only ones who would believe me—the crews that gave their lives in service to me… are all dead.”

“I believe ya.”

“You—you do?” Clara took a step toward me, an ember of hope in her eyes. “Do you truly?!”

“In the words of a friend of mine, you’re either the greatest actress to ever exist, telling the truth, or delusional and think you’re tellin’ the truth. Me and her are pretty great at reading folk. That’s why—”

Mari’s voice came through the room’s intercom to shout, “There—there are seven ships on an intercept course with us! A cruiser, two destroyers, and four frigates!”

“That is not a fight we can win right now.”

Clara took a step back. “They must have seen you depart from my ship… because of me, even innocents who have nothing to do with this are going to—”

“I need you to take a deep breath, Miss Princess. This ain’t something I can shoot my way out of, and I’m trying to fix my reputation here, not make it worse. Now, I’m gonna have to ask you to do somethin’ wild. If those ships are looking for you, they’ll probably scan us to see if anyone’s on board, and if they only see two of us but scanned that there are three of us, can you see what the problem is?”

“How… are we supposed to deal with this? I—”

“Easy. Those scanners work by penetrating the hull and bouncin’ around inside it. So if ya don’t want them to see that there are three people in the ship, you just have to make sure there aren’t three people in the ship.

Clara blinked a couple of times. “Eh?”

I placed my hand on her shoulder and smiled while looking into her eyes. “Hope you’re not afraid of vacuum, Miss Princess.”

I joined Mari on the flight deck where there was already someone on the comms waiting for me. “Hey there,” I said after taking my seat. “This is Atlas, captain of the Argos. What can we do for you today?”

A man on the other side replied, “This is Captain Till Steyer of the Resistant Bough. We have reason to believe you are harboring a fugitive of the Imperium. Power down your thrust so that we may conduct a search of your vessel.”

Now, back on Earth, I learned that you should never cooperate with cops unless they had a warrant. Even then, only the legal minimum amount of cooperation was required. But these guys weren’t just cops and we weren’t on Earth. I also couldn’t afford getting on their bad side unless I wanted to risk getting all of us killed.

No matter how much I might have hated cooperating with authority, it was the only smart choice at the moment.

“No problem,” I replied. “Though, I’ve gotta ask. I’m a bit curious. Any reason why you suspect us? It’s just me and my girl here.”

“We have evidence of you docking with a fugitive vessel and departing from it.”

“Ooh, yeah. Damn, they were fugitives? Sorry about that. Just arrived in the system and picked up a distress call from there, so figured I’d be a model citizen and check things out, but couldn’t find anyone. Though, I’ve got to be honest, I might’ve ended the search a little early with how dangerous it was in there. Anyways, we’ll go ahead and cut our thrust for ya.”

“The Imperium appreciates your cooperation.”

The comms ended after that.

“A-Atlas,” Mari said, sounding nervous. “You… sounded like you were lying.”

“Course I did,” I replied. “One, you should never offer up a story like that unprompted unless you want people to think you’re suspicious. Two, by givin’ them a baseline for how I sound when I’m lying, it’ll be easier to lie to them when I sound like I’m not.”

“Ooh!”

“But here’s the problem.” I looked at Mari. “No offense, but I don’t think you’ve got it in ya to lie.”

“I can’t be offended when I know it’s true…”

“Fortunately, I’ve got a plan for that.”

Mari and I met the Imperium’s boarding party in front of the airlock. There was a good balance between men and women, ten of them in total, and half of them were dressed like military officers while the other half were suited up for combat with rifles.

A young guy with a familiar voice stood in front of the group with a sword strapped to his side, and he was the one who said, “Captain Atlas, I presume?”

“You got it,” I answered. “Captain Steyer?”

He nodded before looking Mari over with a raised eyebrow.

You see, Mari was a nice lady who could never convincingly lie to anyone.

So, I had to make her all nice and flustered so that she seemed out of it no matter what she was asked. That was why her sweater was off one shoulder, her hair was a mess, and she was red and sweaty with some new bites on her neck and shoulder.

“Sorry about my lady here,” I said. “She’s a frisky lil’ thing. Couldn’t keep my hands off her while waiting for you to get over here.”

Mari blushed even more when she heard that and hid her face by tucking it against my shoulder.

“I can see that,” Till said. “Now, if you do not mind, I will interview you two separately while we search your vessel. Is there anything we should know about before we begin inspection?”

“Like?” I asked.

“Smuggled wares, drugs, automated defenses—”

“Oh, no, not at all. I got into enough trouble back in Centauri. I’m not trying to get into even more trouble.” I made sure I sounded as honest as I was.

“I see. Very well.” He looked over his shoulder and nodded to the others, signaling them to get to work before looking back at me. He then motioned toward the airlock which was still open as it was connected directly to his ship. “Please, come with me.”

I figured they wouldn’t want us on Argos while we’re getting searched. As much as I didn’t like leaving Argos alone with them, I had to do it.

I gave Mari’s side a squeeze and walked over onto the Resistant Bough.

There was a different aesthetic right away. Argos was a sleek looking ship both on the outside and the inside. She looked every bit as high tech as she was. The Resistant Bough, though, looked more like a brutalist’s take on a futuristic ship. Everything from the walls to the lighting felt downright oppressive. They even used red lighting. Were they purposely trying to make themselves look like the bad guys or something? It sure felt like it.

But at the same time, I had to admit.

It was pretty badass.

Regardless of whether they were the bad guys or not, they had style. Even their black uniforms looked pretty nice. Not the kind of thing I’d wear, but the kind of thing I’d love to take off a lady.

Mari and I were placed in separate holding rooms that were admittedly way nicer than those interrogation rooms they had back on Earth. They were pretty big despite being on a ship where space was usually an issue, and the chairs were far more comfortable.

“Thank you for your cooperation thus far,” Till said as he entered the room, closing the door behind him. “Are you thirsty?”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Not after how I spent the time waitin’ for ya. But thanks.”

Till gave me a little chuckle of his own before sitting across from me at the table. “My wife is the same way, but don’t let her know I said that.”

“What’s said between men stays between men.”

He smiled and leaned in closer over the table. “I do apologize for having to stop you for this, but procedures must be followed.” I had to give it to him, he was pretty good at playing the nice cop when alone.

“It’s all good. I get it. I ain’t gonna be mad over you just doing your job.”

“Thank you.” He blinked twice. It was subtle, but after the second blink, I noticed something was different. Like I saw something in his right eye move. Almost like a camera lens focusing on my face. “Now, you said you received a distress call. Would you mind telling me who it was from?”

“Clara Rommel, if I’m remembering right.”

“How long have you been in the system for?”

“Maybe… a little over an hour? We arrived in the middle of that battle back there.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Centauri.”

“What is your reason for coming to Barnard’s Star?”

“Well…” I sighed and leaned in to mimic his body language. “Look. I made some mistakes back in Centauri and I saw that you folk don’t care about bounties here, so I was hoping I could come here to fix my name and hopefully build up a nice little reputation for myself.”

“What was your bounty in Centauri for?”

“I killed a couple guys on Threze who tried assaulting my woman. Then I dealt with the punks who came after us and had to fight my way through the subspace point since SysSec wasn’t interested in letting us go.”

Till waited for a few moments before nodding. “We have confirmed the legitimacy of your bounty. You are quite the wanted man.”

I sighed again. “That’s what happens when you try doing the right thing in Centauri.”

“There is a reason why we advise against all travel to Centauri. Fortunately for you, we have no interest in the bounties of a system full of barbarians. You can have a fresh start here.”

One more sigh, but I made sure I sounded nice and relieved for the third one. “Thanks. That’s a huge relief.”

“However, boarding a fugitive’s vessel in the middle of a military operation is not a good way to start building your new reputation. What did you board it for?”

Time to obviously sound like I was lying again. “I wanted to check for any survivors.”

Till didn’t look like he was buying it. “Did you find any?”

“The only folk I saw were already dead, and I left when a pipe almost tore my head off in an explosion.”

“Atlas, while the Imperium will not respect the bounty on your head, lying to an officer of the military will only land you in jail rather than repair your reputation. I can tell you are a good man, so I want to help you and let you be on your way, but I need you to tell me the truth.”

Huh.

That was a surprise.

Till actually sounded genuine there. It threw me off for a moment. There was a small chance that he was actually a nice guy.

That made lying to him even easier, though I was also going to feel a little bad for it.

“I’m sorry,” I said, using my honest voice. “I… look. We don’t got much money and I was hoping that we might be able to go in, salvage some valuables, and get out. Now, if I did see someone there, I would’ve helped them, but… that wasn’t my priority. And as soon as I realized I wasn’t getting out of there with anything nice while keepin’ my head, I got out of there.”

“Salvaging a military ship, even if turned traitor, is punishable under Imperium law,” Till said.

“Man… I came here to start over and already fucked up pretty bad. Is there anything I can—”

Till shook his head and smiled. “You said you failed to salvage anything. I cannot very well arrest you for salvaging if you failed to do it in the first place, and ‘intent to salvage’ is not a punishable offense.”

I almost jumped up from my seat when I heard that to show him just how excited I was. “Seriously?! I could kiss you right now!”

Till shook his head again and laughed. “Please, I doubt either of our ladies would appreciate that.”

“How about a shake instead?” I held my hand over the table for him.

“That, I can do.” Till took hold of my hand and shook it. He had a pretty nice grip. “Now, I will go talk to your other crew member, and then you will be allowed to return to your vessel.”

“Thanks a ton. And I promise to never try salvaging a military ship again.”

Till chuckled a bit more before getting up to walk over to the door. Though, right before leaving, he turned to look at me and asked, “By the way, you only have a crew of two for such an impressive vessel? Is that not too much work for such a small crew?”

“Hah, nah. Space is a big, empty place. There’s a whole lotta time to pull extra shifts to make sure everythin’ is running properly.”

Till shrugged. “Fair enough. Thank you again for your cooperation, Atlas. A guard will escort you both back once the other interview is over.”

And then I was alone in the room.

That was the nicest interrogation I was ever part of.


Chapter Three

Mari and I were released back to Argos after about an hour of being kept in the interrogation rooms. The search crew was already done and didn’t find anything suspicious, so we were free to go.

But as soon as we made it inside with the airlocks closed behind us, I pushed Mari back up against the wall with my left hand over her mouth while my right hand held a finger up in front of my lips.

Was Till potentially a nice, genuine guy? Yeah.

Did I trust any of them? No.

And if they suspected us of harboring someone as seemingly important as Clara, then they weren’t going to be satisfied with a little search and interrogation.

“Glad that’s over with,” I said. “Now, let’s go on and get out of here before we run into any more trouble. We can’t afford ruining our reputation in the only system that’ll give us a chance.”

Mari looked confused at first but nodded and said, “Aye, Captain.”

Once we made it to the flight deck, I charted a course for the nearest station and kicked on the primary thruster to get us away from the military fleet while making all sorts of casual small talk with Mari, mostly about what kind of food I felt like eating and was hoping to find at the station.

It was only after three hours passed that I felt comfortable with the time it would take for any bugs to transmit data back to Till’s fleet and pulled up security footage of what they did.

There wasn’t any.

Sneaky bastards, I thought. Then I ran a systems diagnostics check and saw that everything looked fine. There were no signs of intrusion anywhere.

Unfortunately for those spying on us, they probably didn’t realize just how capable Argos was, nor did they understand how good we were at understanding each other.

I raised up my left hand while looking at the security camera and stuck a single finger out that I moved around through the air while making a buzzing sound. Then, I brought up my right hand and smacked it out of the air like a flyswatter.

“… Captain?” Mari asked after watching the show.

The flight deck went dark as Argos powered down for a minute. Once the lights came back on, she pulled up a visual on my chair’s tablet showing me exactly where every single bug was placed. There were two per room in every room.

“The deck is yours, Mari,” I said before getting up and dealing with the first two bugs in the room with us. They were hidden pretty well, but not well enough to avoid Argos’s eyes.

I collected every single one of them, set them in the airlock, and then vented them out into space.

“Alright, babe,” I said once I made it back to the flight deck. “Sorry about that. Everything’s normal now.”

“What’s going on?” Mari asked.

“They bugged us. Meanin’, they got into the system and planted little toys all around to spy on us.”

“They—they did?! Is Argos alright?!”

I laughed and patted the wall a couple times. “Hear how worried she is about you, girl? Go on, tell her everything’s alright.”

“All systems operational,” Argos said.

“Don’t you worry. They might have gotten into the surface systems, but if they did anything to Argos, she wouldn’t have been able to purge them. They would have had to know what kind of AI they’re dealing with to do something like that… and there’s no way they would have let us go if they knew about her.”

Mari let out a relieved sigh before asking, “But… won’t they know we got rid of their stuff?”

“Yep, but that’s not our problem. We didn’t destroy them, either. We left them out in space. They can’t even say that we destroyed their property, and I doubt that we broke a law by removing them.”

“I see… and… what was that thing you did earlier before she restarted?”

“Me tellin’ Argos to get rid of the bugs in the system.”

“How… did that work?”

I demonstrated by repeating the show for her. “This hand’s an annoying little fly, and this hands a flyswatter. When you have an annoying fly, you swat it out of the air to kill it.”

“A… flyswatter? What’s that?”

“Huh. Mari, have you ever even seen a fly before?”

Mari shook her head.

“Livin’ in space just got even better. Anyways, before we go, I should really go and bring our new guest back in.”

Outside, using my magnetic boots to stay secured to Argos’s hull after cutting the thrust, I crawled into a little gap that there was between the thruster and some armor plates. The gap was in the right spot so that if someone were to tuck themselves inside it, they would stay secured in place even during thrust.

But more importantly, inside the gap was an absolutely terrified Clara looking like she had just been thoroughly traumatized.

It turned out that she was, in fact, scared of vacuum.

“Are—are you okay?” Mari asked while wearing a concerned expression as she looked Clara over.

Clara obviously didn’t look fine, but she still let out a long sigh before nodding and saying, “I am fine, thank you.” Tough lady.

My turn to speak up. “They bugged my girl here, but we got rid of ‘em.”

“Bugged?”

“You know. Left a bunch of little toys to spy on us.”

I almost expected Clara to be some kind of noble woman who would find such a thing dishonorable, hence why she asked about it, but her expression made it pretty obvious she knew what I was talking about after a bit of clarification and that she didn’t exactly disapprove of it. “I see. I am… sorry for what you have had to deal with.”

I shrugged. “No biggie. Anyways, we’ve got ourselves a nice little head start. I’m gonna assume that they sent at least a couple ships to follow us from outside our tracking range, so we need to figure out where we’re headin’ and come up with a plan to get there while losing any potential stalkers. The only folk allowed to stalk me are Argos and Mari.”

“I—I’m not a stalker!” Mari whined.

I shot her a wink. “But I wouldn’t complain if you were.”

“Then—then you better not complain if I do…”

Clara cleared her throat, interrupting our flirting session. Though, I noticed her cheeks were just a tiny bit red. She looked flustered. Maybe she wasn’t good with being around romance? “There is… only one station I believe would be safe for us to dock at. City of Diamonds. Frederick—the knight who taught me everything I know of battle, is stationed there as the head of security for my uncle.”

“And what about your uncle?” I asked.

“He would rather spend our family’s wealth at Martian vineyards than attend to his duties here, and his sons waste their days on women seeking to line their pockets, leaving Frederick more or less in charge of running the station.”

“And this City of Diamonds place—what kind of station is it?”

“A leisure station where fools lose their life savings in pursuit of delusional fantasies of wealth.”

“So, a casino.”

Clara didn’t look like she wanted to admit it, but she did. “Yes.”

“So you’re tellin’ me that not only do I get to save a princess, but I get to visit a casino in the process?” I let out a whistle. “Sounds like a sweet deal to me. But, you absolutely sure Freddy there is going to take your side?”

“There… is no—if he does not… then there is nobody else in a significant position who would.”

“And what will he be able to do for you?”

“I… don’t know. But I cannot run away nor can I impose on you more than I already have. Just as Frederick taught me in my youth, I am confident his wisdom will help me now.”

“Fair enough. Argos, how long is our trip to City of Diamonds looking?”

Argos replied with, “Estimated time until destination: 54 days, 8 hours, and 49 minutes.”

I let out another whistle. “Pretty far. We got any planets or asteroid clusters between here and there?”

Argos pulled up a map on the room’s panel for us to look at, showing us all the local celestial bodies and asteroid clusters between us and our destination.

“If we want to play it safe and lose any potential stalkers, we should spend a few days in this cluster here.” I tapped the cluster on the map to zoom in on it. “They won’t approach at first, probably. They’d rather keep their distance and wait for us to leave. But once we don’t, and they don’t pick up on any mining signatures, then they’d probably think we’re up to something suspicious or worry that they’ve lost us, so they’ll come in and check things out. That’s when we lose them.”

“Wait, Captain,” Mari said. “Even if we lose them, as soon as we dock at the next station… wouldn’t they come to investigate?”

That tiny spark of hope in Clara’s eyes disappeared when she heard that.

It was a good point that I didn’t really consider.

Assuming the stations were on friendly terms with each other, seeing as how even the stations in Centauri did this, they were going to communicate with each other and let them know who was where. That was especially true in a proper empire sort of place with strict authority.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Clara, I figure security folk probably rely on things like ship registrations to track them and whatnot, right?”

Clara nodded. “That, and by the signature of drive plumes during transit beyond scanning distance.”

“The important thing is that if we dock somewhere, they probably won’t be worrying about visuals. They figure our registration will give us away.”

“That’s right.”

“We can’t just ask them to ignore our registration, though. Without providing some form of registration, we’d just be sitting in a slip without officially occupying it, and that would look suspicious when everyone can see there’s a ship there when there shouldn’t be one. Right?”

Clara looked even more hopeless. “There is… nothing we can—”

“Hold on, I ain’t done yet. Is there anything I could say to the dock workers there, like have them pass on a message to Freddy, that would let him know who you are?”

Clara thought about it, shook her head, but then lit up a little. “There—there is! We used to keep score for our duels! Nobody else knows our score other than us!”

“Perfect. So, here’s what we do. After we lose our stalkers, I have my beautiful Argos put on a new shade of digital lipstick that changes our name and registration. Legally, we’ll look like a brand-new ship right out of the drydocks. Then when we go to dock, we pass on that message, and Freddy gives us permission to dock no matter how suspicious our registration might look. Our stalkers would be looking for where Argos has docked, not where Argos-but-not-so-legally-named-something-different has docked.”

“That… that could work. No, that… is the perfect solution to this. The only problem is… falsifying registration of a ship is against the law in all systems and taken extremely seriously, and doing so is so difficult in the first place that it might as well be impossible for anyone other than the most talented of system engineers.”

“Argos, could you do it?”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Wait,” Clara said. “You said… this ship… the AI you have installed—”

I placed my hand on Clara’s shoulder and gave her a wink. “You’ll look the other way since we saved your life, right?”

Clara nervously gulped and looked around at Argos before nodding. “You—you simply must be a very talented system engineer.”

“Glad we’re on the same page, Princess. Now, looks like it’ll be about a week until we reach that cluster, so let’s get along.” I held my hand out to her. “Until we drop you off, you’re part of our crew. I’m Atlas. That’s Mari. Argos is the fine lady preventing us from getting sucked out into the vacuum of space.”

Clara let out a little sigh before straightening up and looking at me with a seriously determined expression. She then took my hand and replied, “I am Clara Rommel, Second Daughter of Emperor Rommel. Thank you for your assistance, and I will be in your care. I promise that this act will never be forgotten.”

“Great. Now then, Argos, set course for that asteroid cluster, and let’s lighten the mood with some tunes. Let’s get funky.”

I struck a pose, held my hand up high over my head, and snapped my fingers.

That was the cue for something that I set up during our time in subspace.

Argos switched the lights to a variety of alternating, bright colors while starting up the closest music to 70s disco that I could find in this universe.

It took me a long time to create a playlist of music similar to what I liked back on Earth. Fortunately, there was tons of time to kill while traveling in space.

Keeping my hand held high, I rhythmically thrust my hips to the song while bobbing my head and looking toward Mari with a smile.

“N-now?!” Mari asked, her face turning bright red as she looked back and forth between me and Clara, the latter looking utterly confused like she had no idea what was going on.

I grabbed onto Mari’s hand to pull her closer. “Oh yeah. I’ve got a fever, baby, and the only cure is dancin’.”

Clara stood still, watching us with a bewildered expression, as I busted out my funkiest moves while dancing with Mari.

We had our plan. We went over introductions. I already tried comforting Clara and she wasn’t in the mood for it.

The more “tactful” thing to do was probably chilling, giving her some space, and keeping the energy low after everything she had been through.

But that wasn’t my style.

No matter what kind of shit happened, life went on, and I believed it was better to dance and have fun than to mope around being sad.

And hey, maybe it’d be such a shocking sight to her that it would take her mind off all the bad.

The best part?

After the first song, I caught Clara’s head subtly bob along to the beat. That look of confusion, and her earlier look of despair, was gone and replaced with an expression of curiosity.

She really was a strong woman.

Maybe I’d find out if she was a good dancer sooner rather than later.

I was definitely going to have to dance with Liliya to some disco someday, too. With the kind of hair she had? There was no way she could resist getting funky.

A disco dance party with everyone sounded like a great time.


Chapter Four

Right before I was ready to go relax, Clara came up to me with a question. “You said you have a medbay, right?”

“Yup,” I replied. “You feelin’ alright?”

“I’m fine, but I need to take my vitamins. I presume you have a stock of them?”

“Uhh. Maybe? You deficient in anything?”

Clara stared into my eyes for a few seconds before saying, “You… do you not regularly take vitamins? Everyone needs them. Well, perhaps not Earthers, but….” She looked over at Mari who immediately looked away in response with a guilty expression.

“Something wrong, Mari?”

Mari jumped when she heard my question. “A-ah! It’s just… well… I know we… should be taking them, but… I never really think about it… a-and vacmeals usually are loaded with vitamins anyways!”

Clara took a step back, her expression one of shock and disgust. “You think those cheap meals give you a good enough level of essential nutrients?! They are meant to be supplements to vitamins, not replacements!”

Mari awkwardly laughed while scratching her head as she stepped away. “Aha… well… I—I should go take a shower!” And then she was gone, leaving me and the shocked Clara alone.

“Huh,” I said. “So, what’s the deal with these vitamins?”

Clara let out a long sigh while rubbing her forehead. “No matter how our bodies may have been genetically modified, we still evolved on Earth, and thus are reliant on nutrients naturally found on Earth that are not as accessible beyond it. This is why artificial sun rooms, or at least vitamins, are so important. Those vacmeals are only meant to give the bare minimum needed for the sake of survival. They are designed to keep you alive, not healthy.”

“Huh. Well, I’ve got no idea if we have any vitamins. We probably do? My baby has got all sorts of stuff in there.” In the game, all those bottles and supplies in the medbay were mainly just for cosmetics. But here, they actually had a purpose. “You’re welcome to raid the medbay for anything you want.”

“Very well. Come with me, and we will take our vitamins. A captain must make sure to maintain their health.”

“Nah, I’m fine. I’m in perfect health.”

“There is no such thing as a human in perfect health.”

“Heh. Want to bet?”

Clara raised a suspicious eyebrow at me. “I have nothing to bet, but how would you prove it?”

“I bet you that a scan in the medbay doesn’t reveal anything wrong with me.”

“That is absurd. There is no way that it would not—”

I shot her a wink and started walking toward the medbay. “Let’s get absurd.”

In the medbay, Clara and I both got ourselves scanned and compared the results.

It was just like I thought.

“Well well well, would ya look at that,” I said, not able—not bothering, either—to hide just how smug I felt. “Miss Princess has got a whole bunch of vitamin deficiencies even with her vitamin regime. Then there’s me. Not a single vitamin my whole life. Perfect health.”

Clara stared at my monitor with a dead expression. “How… is that even possible?”

“I’m just that perfect.”

“No… I know! You had your illegal AI manipulate the results! You—”

“I’m many things, but I’m not a liar. At least, I ain’t a liar when I don’t need to be one, and I don’t need to be one right now. Where would the fun be in lying about this? If I’m going to feel all smug and superior, it’s going to be because I earned it.”

Clara let out a long sigh. “You are… a very strange man.”

“You’re not the first to say that, and I doubt you’ll be the last.” Then I pointed to the cabinets behind me with my thumb over my shoulder. “Your vitamins are probably in there. Maybe take a double dose with how deficient you are.”

Before that, Clara focused her eyes onto me and asked, “What do you want?”

“A fun, free life.”

“That’s not—that is not what I meant. You wanted to make a bet, did you not? You clearly won, so while this might not be the proper order of operations… what do you want for your prize?”

“Well, right now, you don’t have money, you don’t have status, and you already owe me for saving for your life. So, what could I possibly ask for?”

My teasing might have gone a bit too far since Clara looked down with a gloomy expression. “I do not even know if I can ever repay you for what you have done. The only way that I could is if—”

I placed my hand on her shoulder, causing her to jump a bit. “I’m not the kind of man who holds girls to deals in retrospect. You never agreed to a bet beforehand, so you didn’t lose anything. But if you’re insistent on paying me back, how about this? Look the other way regarding Mari and her lack of vitamins.”

Of course, I was also going to request her Freddy friend to cover our expenses and to restock and repair Argos. The rescue was free, and I’d be fine if I didn’t get anything out of it, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to get something out of it.

But I didn’t want to put any pressure on Clara with how things were.

Before I could leave the room, though, I felt her grab onto the back of my jacket. “Wait.”

I spun around and asked, “What’s up?”

That was when Clara, with reddened cheeks and a downward tilt of her head, reached up to unzip her jacket.

Beneath her jacket was a black dress that left half of her chest on display, and she had some pretty nice cleavage as a result of how tightly her breasts were packed into there.

“Thi-this—this is… what is normally expected, is it not?” Clara asked, unable to look up at me.

“You uh, you mind telling me who normally expects what?” I asked, fully taking advantage of the view she gave me by refusing to take my eyes away from her body. She offered, after all. I wouldn’t be a gentleman if I looked away.

“In—in the stories I read… when a noble woman is rescued by a mercenary or criminal… he makes her pay using her body. Even in reality, there are many tales of women being rescued by men, expected to return the favor with their bodies.” Clara titled her head up to look straight into my eyes, looking like she was on the verge of crying. “Is that not what you want? The reason you are being so kind despite receiving no material reward is because you want my body, isn’t it? You—”

I couldn’t help but to burst out laughing when I heard that. It was a good, hard laugh, too. The kind of laugh where I had to hold onto my stomach. “You must’ve read some of Mari’s stories! Hah! Oh, man, that was great. Ah, what’s up with that? C’mon, do I really seem like that kind of guy? And have you seen my face? You think I need to guilt trip women into sleeping with me? You’ll hurt me if you think I need that.”

Clara turned even more red. “Then why—”

I grabbed her chin, brought my face in front of hers, and looked right into her eyes. “Trust me, you’ll know if I want your body.”

A hint of red colored her cheeks before she averted her eyes and spoke in a quiet voice. “It… is all I can give you. Realistically… even if we make it to Frederick, everyone else will be against us. He will likely suggest I hide and spend the rest of my life with a false identity. I will never be able to repay you for your assistance.”

I shrugged and pulled away from her. “It is what it is.”

“Why did… you save me?”

“I’m the kind of man who can’t resist when a lady calls for help.”

“What do you expect from helping?”

“Nothing, but I appreciate a thanks.”

“That makes no sense. What is in it for you if—”

“I’m not perfect, you see. All I can do is live life how I think it should be lived. That includes treating people how I want to be treated. If I was asking for help like that, I’d want someone to come and help me. That’s why, whenever someone asks me for help, I’ll help them. Simple as.”

“Is it… truly that simple?”

“Yup.” I stepped away. “Now, your body got me worked up, so I’m going to go tease Mari and make her need another shower.”

Clara’s cheeks regained some of their pink blush as she held her hands over her breasts. “I am sorry for… misunderstanding your intentions. I fear I have not only shamed myself, but that I have offended you by assuming such shallow, vulgar intent when you are as noble as a knight.”

“Hah. Me, noble as a knight? Nah. I’ve done way too much bad for that. Like I said, I’m not perfect… well, other than in looks.” I shot her a wink. “You’re not bad, either.” Then I stepped out of the room to leave her with that.

And that was when I discovered my new stalker standing against the wall outside the room, looking down and feeling insecure. She heard everything that just went on and must have felt jealous.

Even though we talked about what our relationship would be like, and that she agreed to letting me do what I wanted with whoever I wanted, it was only natural that she still felt jealous at times. Especially when, like she said earlier, it came to a literal princess.

That just meant I needed to do a good job of proving how irreplaceable she was.

I picked her up, causing her to let out a surprised gasp, and carried her to my room.


Chapter Five

Mari and I both needed a shower after that session of dealing with her jealousy and my arousal. Afterward, we got back onto my bed so that Mari could use me as a body pillow to snuggle up to.

“Sometimes it sucks that you’re so handsome,” Mari said with a little pout as she poked my cheek.

“Because even royal princesses fall for my devilishly charming features?” I asked.

“Exactly. That means I have to find ways to compete with beautiful princesses like her, but I’m… so plain and—”

“One, you’re one of the cutest girls I’ve ever seen. Two, you’ve got a seriously amazing body and I don’t know if anyone can compete with your chest, and three, no matter what you look like, nobody can take who you are from you, and I love Mari, not just the physical appearance of her.”

Mari wiggled her way on top of me, her breasts now pressing down against my chest, as she looked into my eyes. “You’re dangerous. You always know the right thing to say. If I don’t keep my eye on you, you’re going to end up with over three hundred girlfriends, and I’ll only get to monopolize you for a single day of the year while you take turns going through everyone else.”

“This ain’t one of your stories, Mari.”

“True… you’re way better than the protagonists I write.”

“I could handle three girls per day, so you’d only have to wait a hundred days before it’s your turn again.”

Mari pouted and playfully smacked her fists against my shoulders. Then she sighed and smiled. “Jerk. Lovable, charming, perfect jerk.”

I grabbed onto her ass to pull her farther up my body, bringing her close enough to kiss her lips. “You’ve got a great ass, too.”

“Clara’s is nicer.”

“Huh. You really think so?”

“Hers is smaller but perkier. You can tell she works out.”

“I’ve got a feeling you’ve been checking her body out more than I have.”

“You don’t write the kind of stories I write unless you’re a pervert who loves girls’ bodies.”

“Fair enough. Though, hers might be smaller and perkier, but I’d never say that makes it better than one that’s bigger and softer.” I made sure to grope her rear a bit more to emphasize my point.

“You know, it’s rude to imply a girl’s butt is big.”

“Maybe girls should stop thinking it’s an insult when a man calls her ass fat.”

“Hehe… a-anyways, what do you think we should do?”

“In what way?”

“With Clara. Should we… give her some space? Or try to do stuff with her?”

“Beats me,” I said with an accompanying shrug. “I figure we should go about our daily lives like always. If she wants something, she can join in.”

“What if… what if she feels like she would be imposing or getting in the way? If she already feels so bad that she would offer herself to you since she feels like she has nothing else, then… maybe she’ll just want to stay in her room the entire time to stay out of our way.”

“Well, if she does, we’ll worry about it when it happens. But let’s give her a chance to figure things out on her own first. I’ve got a feeling that she’s a strong woman.”

“I hope so…”

I kissed Mari again and finally let go of her ass. “Want to go grab something to eat and watch a movie?”

Mari smiled pretty wide when she heard my offer. “Sure! Whose pick is it this time?”

“I picked the last movie, so this one is all you.”

“Hehehe… I know exactly what I want to watch. I think you’ve finally been corrupted enough to watch one of my favorites without getting creeped out by all the tropes in it. You see, no matter how young the vampire looks, she’s actually over five hundred years old!”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then once we watch the prequel movie, we can go watch the series! A lot of people argue whether you should watch it all in chronological order or the release date order. Personally, I prefer the chronological order, but I understand the value in watching the release order.”

“As long as I’m with you, we can watch it in any order and I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.”

Mari was the one who placed a kiss on my lips that time. “Good answer.”

Out of everything that we could have expected when we went to get food, neither of us expected to see Clara standing in the galley with her jacket off as she whipped something together with a few different vacmeals.

She didn’t notice us, and she had her back to us, so both me and Mari got a nice look at her ass.

Mari definitely did have a good eye for asses. Though, did nobility really wear dresses like that? Clara looked like a pretty normal military officer when she had her jacket on, but once it came off, it looked like something I would expect a girl to wear out to a club. Maybe that was what futuristic nobility fashion was like? Whatever the case was, it looked damn good on her. She even had this black choker on to go with it that I didn’t notice before and leggings that stopped halfway up her thighs.

“Whatcha got there?” I asked.

Clara jumped when she heard my voice. “A-ah! I—I thought I would make myself useful and prepare food for tonight and tomorrow for you both. This is… something one of my friends showed me. Vacmeals usually taste better when you mix-and-match their components rather than eat them as they come.”

“That so? How’s that work?”

“Maybe it is simply placebo. She always said… when you mix-and-match them, you are customizing them to your liking, and so that makes it more like a homemade meal.”

“Pretty cute logic. Makes sense to me.”

“If you are hungry… would you like to try it now?”

I gave Mari’s side a squeeze and said, “Sure. You hungry, Mari?”

Mari nodded. “I am! Thank you for preparing it for us!”

Clara looked down toward the food. “Please, this is nothing to thank me for. I am only trying to repay you both however I may.”

I wanted to tell her that she didn’t need to worry about that, but I knew it was going to be pointless for a while.

Between her survivor’s guilt and the way that she felt like she couldn’t repay us, it was going to take time for her to give up on that idea of needing to repay us.

Anyways, she brought the food over to us after Mari and I took our seats. It looked like she took the “chicken” strips from one of our “Chicken Strips & Gravy” meals to serve it with… that sauce that came with the “Dumplings & Sweet Sauce” packages.

That was actually a seriously great idea, hang on.

I dipped one of the chicken strips in the sauce and took a bite out of it.

It wasn’t quite like the kind of sweet and sour chicken you’d get from Chinese places back on my Earth, but damn did it come close!

“Oh yeah, this is way better!” I shouted, unable to hold back the joy I felt from tasting something so reminiscent of home. “That friend of yours knew what she was talking about!”

“A-aha… I take it that this is to your liking?” Clara asked. “It was a popular combination among our crew. Then you take the gravy and mix it with the dumplings for a savory meal.”

“Ooh, that sounds good. I’m looking forward to trying it. Though, I’m surprised you had the same vacmeals that we’ve got. I guess even the crews of noble battleships still eat like this.”

“Indeed.” Clara then looked at Mari and asked, “Is—is it to your liking as well?”

Mari looked like she was going to cry. “Clara… please stay with us as our chef forever. This… this is too good.”

I whistled and chuckled. “Look at that, you’ve made Mari fall in love with ya in less than a day. Even I didn’t accomplish that.”

“That’s not true! It—it took you even less time…”

Clara looked like she was feeling pretty awkward and unsure of how to reply, so it was time for a change of subject. “You eat some yourself yet?” I asked her.

“A-ah… no,” Clara answered. “I… have not had an appetite.”

After what she had been through, I wasn’t surprised. “Well, make sure that you set some aside for yourself later. You’re not allowed to worry about vitamins if you’re not going to make sure you eat.”

“Understood…”

Mari changed the subject next by asking Clara, “Umm! Do you—do you have any favorite shows? Or—or books? I’m curious about what kind of things a noble likes!”

I wasn’t sure that Clara would be able to give a good answer given her mood, but hearing that actually seemed to perk her up a little. “My favorite media? I have… quite a few favorites. As I am sure you both understand, space is rather vast, so there is only so much report filing that can be done before you run out of work to do. Then you have all the time you need to catch up on your favorites.”

“Right, right!”

“As for my favorites… I must admit I am fond of… romance.”

“Ooh! Romance is great! I even write—I—I mean, I watch it, too! And read it!”

Between me referencing Mari’s stories earlier and that slipup just now, there was no way that Clara didn’t see through such an obvious coverup. Her expression made it pretty clear that she saw through it, too. But, for Mari’s sake, she ignored it. “Maybe we have enjoyed the same series. But… for now, I have cleaned up, so I will make my way to my cabin. I am feeling rather tired.”

“Is—is there anything we can—”

I placed my hand on Mari’s shoulder and interrupted by saying, “Get some rest.”

Clara nodded and said, “Thank you. For everything.”

And then she left.

“Did… I push too hard?” Mari asked.

“Nah,” I answered. “You did great.” Then I kissed her forehead. “Ready to watch that movie?”

Mari lit up with excited eyes. “I am!”

About thirty minutes into the movie with Mari cuddled up next to me on the couch as we watched, Argos automatically paused it for us before saying, “Maintenance needed in Crew Cabin B.” Seeing as how Mari always slept in my cabin nowadays, the other two cabins were free, meaning the second one was currently being used by Clara.

“Is something wrong with Clara?!” Mari shouted.

“Hold it,” I said. “Argos, can you give me a feed into her room?”

Argos replaced the paused movie with a display from the camera in Clara’s room.

She was curled up on the top of the bed crying her heart out, sobbing loudly enough that we’d probably hear it if we were near the room.

“Cut the feed,” I said.

“Maintenance needed in Crew Cabin B,” Argos repeated.

“Sorry, girl, but this isn’t something for me to fix. She needs to get it all out of her system.”

Mari then said, “I feel so bad for her. I can’t imagine the pain she must feel… and she was acting so calm around us earlier, too.”

“She’s a strong lady. That’s why I believe she’ll be fine. As long as she’s crying, even if it’s in private, that’s a good sign.”

“Is it?”

“Crying is good. It’s how the body gets negative emotions out of it. Well, maybe not physically, but mentally. If you don’t cry, you end up holding all that negativity inside you, and that’ll fuck you up real quick. Not to mention that someone who can still cry is better off than someone who can’t cry anymore.”

“I see…”

“She’ll be fine. Have some faith in her.”

“I just wish I could help her. Even Liliya let me hug her, but… I don’t think Clara would appreciate a hug.”

“She’s got her pride, and right now, that’s all she’s got it sounds like. Can’t say I agree with her decision, but I understand it.” Following that, I held Mari closer against my side and kissed the side of her head. “Want to resume the movie another time?”

Mari shook her head. “It’s fine. Let’s continue it.”

“You got it.”


Chapter Six

“Destination reached,” Argos said over the speakers as we came to a near stop at the designated asteroid cluster.

It had been a few days since we picked up Clara. Admittedly, barely any progress was made with her. She still spent any time not around us crying in her room. It wasn’t that I listened in on purpose or anything, but she often cried a bit more loudly than she thought, and the redness of her eyes always gave her away.

I could only wonder if she realized just how strong she was for being able to keep on a brave face around us despite how much pain she had to be in.

“How’s the field look, Mari?” I asked from my pilot’s chair.

Mari looked through the windows on her tablet before reporting, “This field is… a bit more sparse than expected. Will we be able to lose them in here?”

“Hm. Well, the idea was to boost away while they can’t see us, so you’re right. This field is lookin’ pretty empty. Sure, there are some nice rocks for us to hide behind, but it’ll be easy to catch us unless they’re snuggling up to the opposite side of whatever we’re behind. That bein’ said, there’s a solution.”

“Is there?”

“C’mon, Mari. You can figure it out.”

“Um…” Mari focused on her tablet. I watched as she went through different windows showing all the information available about the asteroid field. Mainly because she was pretty cute when she got all serious. Mari might not have looked like the kind of girl who would pass as the smart information specialist type, but she had it in her. And after a couple minutes of looking everything over, she proved my faith in her to be well placed. “If the field is too open… what if we change that?”

“Oh? Go on.”

“We could—no, we don’t have any more missiles. I thought we might be able to create a debris field… but, no. That wouldn’t work either, because the debris from the rocks would spread too far by the time they get here.”

“Nice idea, but you’re right. That won’t work.”

“Then… what if… could that work? Hang on.” Mari was on the right track as she pulled up information about our salvage drones. Then she ran a little simulation where the drones pushed up against an asteroid while thrusting and smiled when she saw the result. “The drones have enough power to push a big enough asteroid away. It would be really slow, but that’s okay. We can lose them in the field, then find a big enough rock to hide behind, and then we’ll use our directional thrusters to propel us forward while the drones push the asteroid behind us. It will take using almost all of their power… but there should be just barely enough for them to return to the cargo hold afterward.”

“That’s my girl.”

“And after a few days of floating in front of the rock like this, it should be safe to switch to our main thruster without getting spotted!”

“Yup. It also means we won’t need to sit around waiting here for a few days. This new plan is something we’ve got to do right away.”

“Aye, Captain!”

“Now go ahead and find a nice rock for us to hide behind. Also, good job figuring it out.”

“Ehehe. Thank you!”

The original plan was to wait in the asteroid field for a few days before boosting off using all the asteroids as cover to hide our engine plume. That was how ships tracked each other over long distances in space—their engine plumes. They were bright and obvious. Using cameras to detect and track ships over hundreds of thousands of kilometers was possible but required getting insanely lucky by pointing the camera in the exact right direction and noticing a tiny speck in the distance.

It got a lot easier to notice that tiny speck when it was glowing bright with an engine’s plume.

When the distance was far enough, that plume would be all that was visible.

So even if we were being tracked at a distance, thanks to shutting off our primary thruster upon reaching the asteroid field, we were basically invisible to any distant stalkers of ours. We made sure to do some maneuvering around asteroids using the directional thrusters to be extra safe, too.

Directional thrusters were pretty weak relatively speaking and not meant to do anything other than to orient a ship, but—when used carefully—they could provide tiny amounts of thrust. They wouldn’t get you anywhere quickly, but they would get you anywhere that didn’t require breaking free from a gravity well.

And to be fair, some gravity wells were weak enough that they could still work.

But anyways.

After spending a couple hours being extra paranoid by putting a bunch of asteroids between us and our potential stalker, we decided on a nice rock to hide behind. An asteroid that was big enough to hide Argos behind it while also having the least amount of metallic content.

All we had to do then was wait for the two salvage drones to get into position.

“Ready!” Mari said, confirming the drones were in place.

“Alright, wait for my signal. I’m going to get us moving first,” I replied.

“Aye!”

Even though the directional thrusters might have been weak, they were still significantly stronger than the drones’ thrusters. That meant I had to be careful not to take us too far ahead that we could be seen ahead of the rock, but I still had to make sure there was enough distance between us and it that it wouldn’t accidentally bump into us once it started moving.

I used the directional thrusters in the rear to kick us forward at about two percent of a g. “Now,” I said.

“Aye!” Mari then kicked on the drones’ thrusters. Their thrust was equal to about five percent of a g, but that was alright. I just wanted a little head start. As soon as the asteroid matched our speed, I matched its acceleration with our directional thrusters.

There were only a couple of kilometers between us and the asteroid. It was a distance that I didn’t like, but one I was still confident in being able to keep. And more importantly, it’d be impossible for any stalkers to see us behind it from the direction that they would have been coming from.

“How long those drones going to last for?” I asked.

“They have enough power to sustain thrust for thirty-seven more minutes!” Mari answered.

“I’d rather not use up too much of the propellant for our directional thrusters, so let’s cut thrust in twenty. It’ll be a slow float, but it’ll keep us hidden for a few days. Then we’re on our way to the casino.”

“It’s a good thing we have a princess with us.”

“Why’s that?”

Mari turned in her chair to look at me. “So that she can excuse us for doing this?”

“Hey, Mari.”

“Yes?”

“Are we doing something illegal right now?”

“You… you didn’t know? Intentionally pushing asteroids out of orbit is illegal everywhere, even in Centauri. Only mining barges with permits for specific asteroids are allowed to do that…”

“Huh.”

“Because asteroids are so hard to detect… and could be used as cheap weapons of mass destruction…”

“There’s nothing in the path of this rock after we leave it, right?”

Mari shook her head. “I checked that beforehand.”

“Good. Smart girl. Thanks. But Mari, next time I’m about to do something illegal, let me know ahead of time, alright?”

Mari giggled and said, “Aye, Captain. Oh! In that case… not kissing me in the next ten seconds is illegal.”

“Oh yeah? And what’s going to happen if I break that law?”

“You’re going to owe me a kiss for every second over ten that it takes to kiss me.”

“So if I wait a whole minute, I’ll owe you fifty kisses?”

“That’s right. What will it be? Will you follow the law, or will you owe me—”

Argos’s voice rang through the deck with, “Collision warning.”

Mari and I’s banter was interrupted by the warning and a visual of the approaching threat. It was only a small rock with estimated dimensions making it no larger than my fist, but a fist-sized rock moving through space at insane speed was enough to punch a hole straight through my girl.

We were out of ammo to shoot it with and maneuvering out of the way wasn’t an option since that would defeat the entire purpose of our plan. Any evasive maneuver capable of avoiding the collision would take us out of the asteroid’s cover.

Our directional thrusters didn’t have enough punch to get us out of the way in time, anyways.

“What—what do we do?” Mari asked, having realized the same issues I did.

“We’re not keeping our cover without taking a hit,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to get hit where it hurts.”

I took over the flight controls and spun us just enough so that the rock’s trajectory lined up with passage leading from the galley to the cargo hold. As far as I was aware, there wasn’t anything valuable it might hit by punching through there. Moving any more in any direction would potentially result in something far more important getting nailed.

Then, with only a couple seconds before getting hit, I sealed the airlocks on each side of that passage and shut off oxygen to it.

“Two,” Mari counted out, “one—impact!”

We didn’t even feel it, but Argos went red with warnings about a hull breach.

“Don’t worry,” I said, cutting off her warning. “I’ll go get it fixed up right quick.”

“Will you be okay?” Mari asked, looking pretty concerned with her eyes. Her eyebrows in particular really showed how worried she was. Cute.

“Don’t you worry. I’ve filled bigger holes than this before in my life.” I shot her a wink. “Or do worry. You’re pretty cute when you worry.”

Mari sighed but smiled. “You gave me an emotional rollercoaster with everything you just said. Can’t you pick only one emotion to give me?”

“I won’t be able to give you only one kiss after how long this’ll take, so why would I give you only one emotion?”

“Geez… I’m going to hold you to all those kisses, you know. I’ll have Argos count how many seconds it’s been.”

“Yeah? I’m looking forward to it. And I hope you’re looking forward to your body getting painted by my lips.”

“Maybe you should take your time with the repair…”

“Maybe I will. I—”

Clara’s voice interrupted mine as she came floating onto the flight deck. “What happened?! Is everything alright?! Are we under attack?!”

Argos’s warning earlier could be heard throughout the entire ship, so it was only a matter of time before Clara came to figure out what was happening.

“We’re fine,” I said. “Got slapped by a rock, but I’ve been slapped by tougher women before and survived just fine.”

“I—I see,” Clara said. “I… because of me, you—”

Mari spoke up all of a sudden to say, “Clara! Um, would you go with Atlas, please? It would make me feel a lot better if someone went with him while I keep a watch on things up here!”

I had to give Mari some more credit for her social skills. Clever girl, Mari. I placed my hand on Clara’s shoulder and said, “She’s right. Jobs like this are always safer with two.”

Clara snapped out of her depressed look and showed me a determined expression for the first time since I met her. “I will help however I can. Please, make use of me.”

That was a really smart move on Mari’s part. I probably wouldn’t have thought of that on my own. She must have been trying to earn an extra-large amount of kisses.

Clara and I got ourselves into a couple of environmental suits before heading to the first breach. Technically, there was more than one since it punched straight through my girl. We had to patch her up on both ends.

“Talk about shitty luck,” I said as I got to work filling the first hole while Clara held onto the tool case for me at my side. “You know the odds of getting hit by a stray rock that tiny?”

Clara let out a small chuckle. “They drilled into our heads, over and over again, that no odds are too small in space. One should always expect and prepare for the most impossible situations.”

“Yup. And that’s why ships are built like tanks. Very fragile tanks that can violently explode if struck in the wrong place, but tanky enough with enough redundancies to handle things like this. Too bad there aren’t shield generators or anythin’ like that to make life easy.”

“Unfortunately, this is not science fiction.”

It was my turn to chuckle after hearing that. “Yeah, sure ain’t.”

After filling the first breach and securing a metal sheet over it, we went over to the other side of Argos where the rock punched through. We also made sure to pick up any floating pieces of debris we saw on the way. There wasn’t much since it was a clean punch through.

There were also technically four holes through the internal walls, but those could be patched up later without environmental suits.

“Alright, your turn,” I said, taking the tool case from Clara. “You saw me handle the first one. You can do this one.”

“Are—are you sure?” Clara asked. “I have never done this before, and this is your ship. Would you not prefer to—”

“I never did it before I did it, either. And like you said, gotta prepare for the most impossible situations. Better to have experience in case you need to do this on your own someday, right?”

“Right… alright.”

Rather than hold the tool kit for me, I held it for her as she got to work on the breach. She was pretty efficient despite being nervous about it. I knew folk like her before. The types who were always apprehensive and worried about not being good enough, but then they were also pros at whatever they did. The imposter syndrome types. Or maybe it had more to do with a lack of confidence? Well, those were probably the same thing. Or close enough.

“So,” I said, “if they don’t teach you stuff like this, what did they teach a princess in space?”

“Leadership,” Clara answered. “Not that I am any better at that.”

“Anything else?”

“Well… I went through the officer’s program. That involved the basics of how to handle everything on a flight deck. Navigation, systems management, weapons—I have a surface-level understanding of all those. Normally, you would then be put into an advanced program to specialize in one of those, and then—after years of service—you would be chosen for the leadership program.”

“But I’m guessin’ ya got to skip straight to leadership after the basics.”

“Yes. It is considered degrading for nobles to serve in roles below that of serving as a vessel’s captain, especially someone with my blood.” She sounded disappointed as she talked. She wasn’t one of those snobby nobles who were proud of getting to skip.

“You don’t sound happy about that.”

“Because… why should I get to skip ahead? Because of my blood? There are others far more qualified and worthy of such an honor, yet it was given to me for no reason aside from the circumstances of my birth. How is that fair?”

“It ain’t. Welcome to nobility.”

“And my officers—I often tried to do work for them, but they always scolded me. They never allowed me to help. Despite my orders, they said it would bring them too much shame to let me do their jobs.”

“Sounds like they really liked you.”

“… they did. And… in the end, they sacrificed their lives for me.”

Clara was already done patching up the hole and placing a plate over it, but she remained staring at the wall in front of her, tools in hand. She wasn’t trying to hurry and finish up. She wasn’t going anywhere. She was simply talking and, for the first time in days, actually sounding sad around me instead of forcing herself to sound like everything is fine.

That meant she was ready to talk—that she wanted to talk.

“They say that folk have got two deaths,” I said. “One when they, you know, die. The second is when nobody remembers them anymore. Somethin’ like that. So, tell me about them. Let’s keep their memories going.”

Clara was silent for a few moments before saying, “Felix was like a father to me—no, perhaps an uncle. He was always so warm no matter how cold the ship got at times. He’d give all of us these grand, overwhelming hugs,” she started choking on her words, “that—that I will never get to feel again, nor will his wife and children. Because of me, they—”

“Who else was there?”

Clara took a deep breath and calmed down. “Agnes… I used to think she hated me. Her tongue was as sharp as her eyes. I could not go a single day without her mocking me for one thing or another, but then she was also the first to defend me and take my side when issues arose. Whenever I had unpleasant encounters with other nobles, she would rant to me for hours afterward about how terrible they were and how I didn’t deserve that… despite her words to me often being worse.” Clara chuckled a little. “She was such a contradiction.”

“Types like her can be fun to hang around.” But also tiring.

“Then there was Hilda. She was our youngest officer who graduated from the academy with the highest grades out of all officers in years. A brilliant, capable girl. She had moments of doubt since she lacked confidence, but if there was anyone who I would trust to run the entire ship themselves, it would have been her. And Leo… oh, Leo. He… it would feel wrong to speak of his past, but he was a beloved brother to everyone onboard. No matter what disagreements might have popped up, he was the one who always reminded us that we were family.”

“With a big ship like that, I’m sure there are plenty more to talk about.”

“Of course,” Clara said before getting back into it.

Clara went on for a long while. Sometimes, she’d remember a story when talking about one of her former crew members, and that would result in getting to listen all about how wild her crew could get despite it being the crew for a noble’s ship.


Chapter Seven

My paranoia turned out to be right.

We used one of the drones to do a little bit of spying for us by poking it out from behind the asteroid, and it was able to pick up on a small fleet of ships scouting our last known location. We were too far away to see what the ships were or who they belonged to, but there were enough moving in strict patterns that they were clearly organized and likely the same ones who intercepted us in the first place.

Now, if I really wanted to be paranoid, I could have been worried that they were only pretending to be looking for us. But I doubted that was the case. I felt confident that we were in the clear.

We spent the next four days slowly drifting in front of the asteroid. The fleet stopped searching for us on the second day and fortunately left in the opposite direction of us, but we kept the asteroid as cover for an extra couple of days just to really play it safe.

Better safe than sorry.

Once we were in the clear, we officially charted a course for our main destination and got under thrust. We’d be accelerating for almost a month, flipping, then decelerating for just as long. We had enough fuel and supplies to tank that time with ease, but I was looking forward to getting a resupply.

And so, the weeks passed by.

Each day went something like this:

Wake up and go to the bathroom.

Have some fun with Mari or spend some time reading the news, depending on Mari’s mood.

Eat breakfast.

Have some more fun with Mari or watch some television, depending on Mari’s mood.

Do some maintenance around the ship with Clara, letting her feel useful while getting her some hands-on experience with things. Mari joined us sometimes.

Eat lunch.

Have even more fun with Mari or meditate for a bit, depending on Mari’s mood.

Watch some television with Clara, further confirming that she had a skewed perception of reality and often believed that tropes and cliches from fiction were applicable to real life. Mari usually watched with us but sometimes went and did some independent study on piloting instead.

Eat dinner.

Have Mari for dessert or give her myself for dessert, depending on Mari’s mood.

Do some final maintenance checks and have some alone time with Argos while Mari and Clara had some alone time to talk or do something together.

Have some bedtime fun with Mari.

Shower, brush teeth, go to bed.

Struggle to get sleep due to having more fun with Mari, depending on Mari’s mood.

And most of the time, Mari was, in fact, in the mood. The girl was a true succubus. Having another woman around seemed to really kick her sex drive into overdrive. I was pretty sure that a little part of it was because she was jealous or felt conscious from having another lady around who we both considered attractive. I was also pretty sure that part of it was from her being a little extra aroused having Clara around since she was a nice sight for the eyes, and I knew that Mari swung both ways.

At the same time though, neither of us ever tried doing anything with Clara. She was like a little sister who needed protection to Mari and a—well, just a person in need of help to me.

As for Clara herself, she started doing better after a couple of weeks. Emotionally, I mean. Her daily cries were replaced by a more subtle, underlying depression. Then that depression turned into frustration that she never directed at us.

But more recently?

More recently, I had to admit.

Clara was really getting me going.

The depression and frustration were gone. Instead, for the past week, she’s seemed determined. We gave her time and space to heal, and she did so remarkably well with an incredible speed.

And damn, that was sexy.

Her sheer level of competence was mighty fine, too. She picked up on anything and everything pretty damn fast. Whether it was maintenance, course corrections, uncovering the mysteries and twists of the shows and movies we watched, or anything else, she seemed to figure things out at an incredible rate.

Mari got pretty jealous when she noticed, so our multi-daily fun came to an end so that she could spend more time studying and running piloting simulations with Argos. But we still always had some fun at least once a day.

Relationship wise, Mari and I were more or less the same. But Clara and I—well.

“Geez,” Clara said before pouting at me as she applied medical gel to my forehead. “What did I tell you about being careful with your tools?”

We were in the middle of doing some maintenance. Clara was getting pretty hot, so she took her jacket off, and seeing her with some more exposed skin glistening with sweat as she worked—yeah, that was an irresistible sight. Any man with working eyes would have made a mistake during that.

Now she was pampering me and tending to my wound, and it wasn’t the first time this happened lately.

“There you go,” Clara said. “Here I thought you were the one with more experience, but perhaps I have to start keeping an eye on you instead of the other way around.” She then stroked her hand across the side of my head, her fingers tracing through my hair. “You really must be more careful.”

That was how she was.

Protective.

Maybe that was part of her new determination. She didn’t want to lose anyone else, and that applied to me and Mari now.

Just the way that her eyes shot open with panic the second that she saw some blood—she might not be crying every day, but the trauma is still there under the surface.

She became something like a protective little sister to me.

Maybe comparing her to a little sister wasn’t a good idea when it came to the kinds of thoughts that her body made me think, but oh well. It was too late.

“I’ll try my best,” I told her.

Clara smiled and gave my shoulder a pat. “Good. Thank you. Now then, think about what you’d like to eat while I go grab Mari so we can have dinner.”

“How about you let me serve us today?”

Clara put her foot down and crossed her arms over her chest. “Absolutely not. You and Mari have done more than I could ever ask for. As far as I am concerned, you should run me like a slave for the rest of my life.”

Please, Clara, I thought. Stop giving me these fantasies about you. You think I won’t slap a collar and chain around your neck if you consent to it? I know Mari would, too. Don’t tempt us.

Then I remembered something I wanted to ask about. “Hey, speaking of slaves.”

Clara blinked. “Yes? What about them?”

“I read that they’re legal in the empire. Well, and in most systems.”

“Of course they are.”

“Everything I read seemed pretty… one-sided. Too positive. Treating it like it’s a normal thing that nobody really has a problem with.” Unlike my Earth that got over its slavery obsession, this new reality never did. Slaves, especially slaves taken during conflict, were incredibly common still. And from what I read of the empire, basically all criminals, regardless of the severity of their crime, were used as slaves for varying degrees of time.

“I am not sure I have much to say on the matter. My father was a supporter of the system, as was my sister, Emilia. But my brother—Henry, was against it, and so was… the traitor.”

“You support it?”

“I believe that it is useful. It allows us to complete construction projects at cheaper costs while rehabilitating criminals by teaching them skillsets that they can use to seek employment after their sentence. I would say… I support it, but do believe it could be better.”

“And how would you make it better?”

“There is a program meant to help them find stable job opportunities after they finish serving their sentence. I would grant this program more funding and provide additional benefits to companies and nobles who work with it.”

“Huh. And how are these slaves treated? I mean, do they have any protections? Or can their temporary owners treat them however they want?”

“Of course they have protections. They are still humans even if they are criminals. They do lose some privileges as being a law-abiding citizen should be more rewarding than crime, but they are treated with dignity, fed, kept healthy, given shelter, and training to be useful. They are more useful both during their sentence and afterward that way.”

Well, what she said lined up with what I read. A bunch of positivity about it. Maybe that was all propaganda, though, and she never experienced it herself to know the truth. That being said, if I took her words at face value… it sounded like the slaves here were treated better than the average prisoner back on Earth. “Huh. Got it.”

“What about you, Atlas?”

“What about me?”

“I assume you must have an opinion of your own about slavery if you are asking me for mine.”

“Well, I’m obviously against it outside of some kinky bedroom fun with consent. I don’t like taking away anyone’s rights.”

“Then should criminals not be punished?”

“I’d say placing them in a cell is enough punishment.”

“Is that not restricting their freedom? Taking away their rights?”

I shrugged and tossed my hands up. “I ain’t a lawmaker and I definitely ain’t a philosopher. All I can go by is my gut feeling. I’d say that there’s a difference between being a prisoner and a slave, but where that line is drawn and how isn’t something I’m capable of drawin’. I’ll leave it to smarter folk than me to do that. And hey, maybe one country’s slaves are better off than another country’s prisoners.”

“I will not deny that we are harsh in our punishments, but also just, and I would say you will find better treated slaves in no other system.”

I had to admit that I was curious, though. Her little sister was against slavery, but also the one who betrayed the family and framed it on Clara. “What makes your sister against it?”

Clara looked upset as soon as I asked. Like she was offended to even be reminded of her sister’s existence. Then, she sighed. “Most likely to gain the support of the commoners.”

And that was a bad thing? “Yeah?”

“Yes. Most commoners hate the slavery system. They believe that those who betray the rules of society are a waste of the limited resources we have in space and thus are better off put to death where they may no longer be a drain on resources. My sister believed in greatly loosening the requirements for those who earned death as a result of their crimes, which many commoners also support.”

“Oh.” So, the two sides of the argument were slavery and rehabilitation… or the death penalty. I was apparently stupid for thinking that the anti-slavery side would be more supportive of human rights. “So, it’s the nobles and royalty who believe in using slavery for labor and rehabilitation… while the commoners are against slavery because they would rather kill anyone who breaks a law.”

“That has more or less been the climate, yes.”

“Huh. Well, alright.”

“Our use of slavery has always been viewed as dangerously progressive.”

“Dangerously progressive, huh.”

“Our people are a proud one who care about tradition. Ending the system of duels between nobles to implement a court of law for settling disputes between them took decades.”

The more I heard, the more their society felt like it was made up of aliens to me. Maybe a medieval peasant could relate to their culture, but not me as a man born to a modern Earth.

“Well,” I said, “duels always have been pretty manly.”

Clara sighed. “Though I favor progressive policies, I do miss the romance of dueling. But ultimately, I know this is for the better. Now, think about what you wish to eat, and I shall go fetch Mari.”

That was when Mari spoke up with a mouthful of food in the kitchen to say, “Ahm al-eafy -ere.”

Clara jumped a little. “How—how long have you been there for? I did not even notice you…”

Mari swallowed her food before talking again. “I was coming down here when I heard you say you were gonna come grab me, then you guys started talking and I didn’t want to interrupt, but I was hungry, so—”

Clara moved over to Mari, grabbed her by her shoulders, and marched her over to the dining table. “Please, do not worry about interrupting me! You should not deprive yourself of a seat at the table for such a reason!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine! Hehe, back in my day, when I was a wee little lass, I didn’t even have a table to eat at. I sat on the floor or crouched to eat. Or I just stood.”

“You—you did not even have a table? What manner of abuse is this?”

“The worst type of abuse in the galaxy. Being poor.”

Clara took a step back. “I—I am sorry. To know that while I had the upbringing I had—that you were suffering so greatly at the same time…”

“It’s fine! Besides, it could have been worse. I could have been homeless or not have anything to eat. Or both. Lots of people were both. But not me. I had a roof and some food. I was pretty lucky when you look at it that way!”

Mari’s self-depreciative attempt at making Clara feel better only made Clara look like she felt even worse.

“And you, Atlas?” Clara asked, looking at me. “Did you have such a horrible upbringing as well?”

I chuckled and stood up to go get my own food. “Sorry, I don’t like lyin’ to ladies, so I’ll just not answer that.”

“That tells me everything I need to know.” Then Clara grabbed me by my arm and forced me to sit back down. “I told you, I will serve you. You have been through enough—lived through enough. Allow me to make up for it.”

Mari leaned over to whisper into my ear, “She makes me want to put a slave collar around her neck when she talks like this. Ooh… we should do some master and slave play, too.”

Never change, Mari.


Chapter Eight

“Pass this message to Frederick. I know that old man would never take a day off. The score is twenty-nine to four, and someday I will make that a five,” Clara said, handling the comms for us as we approached our destination.

The “City of Diamonds” was finally within sight, and it was a far nicer sight than Threze. Unlike Threze, which was a city built into an asteroid, the City of Diamonds was a proper space station. A hundred percent artificial. It was also pretty big. Maybe the size of a few skyscrapers combined to each other in different directions with solar panels all along it. One of those skyscraper-sized segments had its middle exterior made out of what looked like glass, so we could see inside and everyone inside could see out.

And what I saw when zooming in with the camera was basically an absolutely massive casino full of entertainment.

Also, unlike Threze and Fool’s Home, the ships docked on the outside of the station. There was no interior to fly into. We had to park ourselves at one of the open slips between all the other ships docked to the station only by a single airlock.

Anyways, after a couple of minutes, an older man’s voice came in over the comms to ask, “Is that really you?”

Clara choked up as soon as she heard his voice. “It is. Please help me, Frederick. I have no one else.”

“You foolish girl. Slip K-9 is open. Dock there and I’ll have a team waiting for you.”

“Please hold off on that. I fear that would attract too much attention.”

“You are a—you need a team to protect you.”

“I am only a suspected criminal on the run now.”

Frederick sounded pretty pissed. “I will not stand for the dishonor that your sister has brought to you.”

“Please, we will talk of this later. I will see you soon, Frederick.”

Frederick sighed. “Stay safe, my lady.” Then the comms cut.

I nodded to Mari who got us started on docking at K-9. Then I looked at Clara and asked, “So, any idea what you’re going to do now?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Clara answered. “I would love to see my sister punished by the same justice she so fervently believes in, but I fear that will be impossible as the only remaining military forces are loyal to her.”

That was something we saw on the news while on the trip over. The military forces loyal to her father, and then to Clara, were all wiped out. Only those loyal to her sister remained. Everyone was more or less convinced of Clara’s guilt as well. Everything was stacked against her.

I had no idea how to help with that. It was out of my league, too. As much as I wanted to help her, I was smart enough to know that this Frederick guy was probably her only chance at accomplishing anything. There wasn’t a single thing we could do for her other than help her reach him.

“Thank you,” Clara told me. “For everything. I have come to consider you a friend, as selfish as that may be. I—”

Mari got up from her chair to wrap her arms around Clara who was still sitting in her own chair. “Clara! Are you really going to leave us?!”

“I have to.”

“But! But!”

“I would never be able to live with myself by staying in your care, knowing you will forever be at risk because of me.”

“But—”

“But in another life, I would love to be friends with you two again.”

Mari was so emotionally distraught by the goodbye that she forgot to worry about docking, so I took over to finish that up for us.

Clara must have wanted to get the goodbyes out of the way with while we were docking. Doing it outside of the ship might draw unwanted attention our way, and Frederick was probably sending at least someone to come and secure her who wasn’t going to want to wait around for us.

Mari turned to look at me and cried, “Stop picking up girls who become my friend and then leave me!”

“Hah, my bad,” I said. “I’ll try to make sure the next girl we pick up isn’t on the run from anyone.”

Mari sniffled before hugging Clara some more. “Be safe, okay?”

Clara hugged Mari back. “You will not need to worry as long as I am with Frederick. If he cannot keep me safe, there is not a single soul in existence who can.”

“If he doesn’t, I’ll come and beat him up myself!”

“I think… that may be a bit beyond your ability.”

“I don’t care! I’ll do it anyways!”

“Ah… I do not deserve such kindness.”

While those two talked, I made sure the docking latches were secure and got a green light from Argos. I could already see a man who was obviously security rapidly approaching in the distance from the external airlock camera. “Your escort is on the way,” I said. “Looks like just one guy.”

“That is better than a squad. Very well, I should not keep him waiting.”

Mari sniffled some more before floating away from Clara. “Can—can we at least walk you to the outside?”

Clara smiled and nodded to Mari. “I would appreciate that.”

While Mari handled most of the whole “saying goodbye” thing for me, I went ahead of the ladies to keep an eye out. I wasn’t entirely sure that the guy waiting outside the airlock for us was actually on Clara’s side or not. For all we knew, Frederick was going to turn against her, too.

But for now, I trusted in Clara’s judgement.

I opened the airlock and was met with a beautiful breath of fresh air. Well, maybe it wasn’t technically fresh, but it sure felt and tasted fresh.

It was obvious how much nicer the station was from the moment that I stepped out onto the docking bridge.

Both Threze and Fool’s Home, especially the latter, were pretty run down. Everything looked dirty, broken, and old. But here? I felt like I just entered a hospital. The bridge and airlock it was connected to looked brand new. Even the oxygen tasted nice—or well, maybe saying it tasted nice was the wrong thing to say. It tasted like nothing. That was better than the foul taste of the other stations’ oxygen.

But the comparison to a hospital ended as soon as we made it outside of the docking bridge through the airlock on the other side.

On the other side, I saw something I never quite expected to see for real in my lifetime. Not in person, at least.

“Welcome to the City of Diamonds!” announced a couple of women wearing those “bunny” leotards that left little to the imagination, their breasts pushed up and ready to pop out at any moment, with some fishnet stockings covering their legs.

I couldn’t resist letting out a little whistle at the sight. Mari was sniffling too much to enjoy the view herself.

The tunnel we were in was surrounded by glass so that we could see outside into space, but we could also see into the station at the end of it where it looked like the lobby for a hotel or casino. It even looked like it had wooden furniture which was a first for me since coming to this reality.  And there were carpets made of cloth instead of sheet metal.

“Thank you for the welcome, ladies,” I said. I wanted to say more, but the man I saw before made a hand signal to us. It was the kind of signal telling us to come over to him while trying to be discrete.

I wrapped an arm around Mari’s waist and approached the guard with Clara following behind us. As soon as the guard saw us approach, he turned to lead us while keeping some distance.

It was only after we entered a tight corridor past the entrance without any nearby eyes that the guard let us catch up. Once we did, he asked, “Clara… is that really you?” He sounded like a pretty young guy. And to be fair, Clara was still in a sealed suit, so her face wasn’t visible to anyone.

“It is,” Clara replied. “I am glad you were around to come and get me, Alwin.”

The guard, Alwin, let out a relieved sigh. “When I heard the news, I thought—I feared I would never see you again. Your sister… how could she do this?”

Clara had nothing to say, instead only looking away. Then she looked back at him and asked, “How is Frederick doing?”

“He’s as much of a tyrant as ever. Can’t say that his training regimes aren’t effective, but it would be nice to have a day off every now and then.”

“You look like the training has paid off. Now, would you please escort me to Frederick?”

“Of course.” Alwin then looked at me and Mari. “Are they coming with you?”

Clara shook her head. “They have done enough for me. I would not burden them any longer.”

As soon as he heard that, Alwin knelt down like a knight in front of us. Pretty fitting since his uniform reminded me of some kind of hybrid between a security guard and a medieval knight. “Thank you for protecting her in our stead.”

“It’s no biggie,” I said. Then I looked at Clara. “You be safe, alright? And if anything is wrong, don’t hesitate to contact me again.”

Clara shook her head again. “I could not do that. I refuse to place you in any more harm. I will have Frederick see to it that you two are taken care of, and then for your sake, I hope we never see one another again.”

“Hah, for my sake, huh? For my sake, I sure hope I do get to see you again.” I tugged Mari away as I took a few steps back. “You’re a pretty nice sight.”

I couldn’t see Clara’s reaction through the visor over her helmet, but her silence and little jolt told me that she was probably a bit flustered.

Her guard, Alwin, looked pretty pissed at me, though.

Sorry, kid, but a girl being a princess won’t stop me from flirting with her.

Mari and I made it back to that lobby of an entrance since I felt like we should officially check in with the forged registration that Argos made for us.

Mari, of course, wasn’t too happy. “Will she be okay?” she asked me.

“Hopefully,” I answered. “We’ve got to trust she’s making the right choice. And if she doesn’t want us with her, we can’t force ourselves onto her.”

“But what if she’s not? What if they can’t be trusted? What if—”

“Mari.” I grabbed her by her waist and brought her close. “Look around. This place is like a casino. Not only that, but look.” I pointed at some of the female attendants. “Bunny outfits, Mari.”

Mari sniffled some more before frowning at me. “I’m not a constant horndog like you. Seeing attractive girls in revealing costumes isn’t going to cheer me up.”

“Oi, I never want to hear you accusing me of being a horndog. You’re the one who regularly drains me until I shoot blanks.”

She sniffled even more. “That’s not my fault.”

“No, that definitely is.”

There was a tiny bit more sniffling before Mari giggled and smiled. “It’s okay. I got over Liliya leaving us, so I’ll get over Clara.” Then she looked at the attendants. “If you’re going to bring a bunny girl with us, can you make sure she’s not running away from anyone?”

“I was thinkin’ of putting you in one of those costumes, but we’ll see.”

“I do really want to wear one… I wonder if they have any in my size.”

I looked down at Mari’s chest. “Yeah, finding one you fit into might be difficult.”

“It’s okay. Even if I don’t fit all the way in, I won’t let that stop me from wearing it.”

“Have I ever mentioned how you’re the best, Mari?”

“Not nearly enough times. Also, you better eat up because I’ll need you to fill me until I feel better.”

“What was that about me being the horndog?”

“I’m doing it for therapeutic reasons, not for lust.”

“Uh-huh. ‘Hey, babe, I don’t want to fuck you ‘cuz I’m horny, I want to fuck you for therapy.’”

“Exactly.”

I kissed the side of Mari’s head. “Let’s get checked in and see if they’re selling those uniforms.”


Chapter Nine

I realized I might have made a mistake sending Clara off before figuring out what to do about compensation, but while Mari and I talked to the attendant in the lobby, word came in that our stay was covered. We weren’t going to have to pay for the slip and we even got ourselves a paid-for stay in a luxury suite in the station’s spin quarters.

And once we finished checking in, we were given a nice little map telling us where everything was.

The City of Diamonds was split into three sections. The living section, which was split into three subsections: the spin quarters, the regular quarters, and the dining hall. Then there was the shop and industry district that had: the “gift shops,” everything needed for life on the station, and maintenance. Finally, there was entertainment district, which was packed full of different types of activities you would expect from something like Las Vegas and more. Casinos, a concert venue, art galleries, “The Lover’s Kiss” which sounded like a fancy brothel for rich people, and more. The entertainment district was also under spin, so it and the spin quarters both had some gravity.

With so many options to choose from, I was happy to let Mari do the difficult task of picking out our first adventure. “What do you think?” I asked her.

“Hmm.” Mari looked the map over a few times. “Hmm… hmm… what about… The Lover’s Kiss?”

I blinked a couple of times. “Huh, really?”

“Really!”

“Didn’t know you’d be interested in that kind of place.”

“One, I just want to see what it’s like. It’s obvious from the description what kind of place it is. The only kinds of sex workers I’ve ever seen before were… not exactly consenting or in a good place, so I kind of have this morbid curiosity about what it’s like in a fancy place like this. Two, maybe this is me being an overly dramatic author who is thinking like we’re part of some story instead of thinking in reality, but the stereotype is that places like that are good for gathering information, right? And since we’re new to this system, wouldn’t that be a good place to gather info at?”

“I’m fairly sure I’d be able to gather intel just hangin’ around one of the casinos, but you’re right. Plus those types of ladies are more my style.”

“Hmm… so you do like those types…”

“Probably not how you’re thinkin’. Let’s go check it out.”

“Okay!”

We walked through the main stretch of the entertainment district, which was a huge area for gambling with a view of the endless black on the other side of the glass, with Mari clinging to my arm most of the time. Part of her looked pretty shy and awkward with the way that she clung to me. The other part of her looked beyond curious as she checked out everything we walked by, probably taking mental notes for her stories.

At the end of the main area, we entered a forked hall with the left path taking us where we wanted to go. And once we turned to take that left path, the hall turned extra flashy. A red carpet, gold walls, fancy lighting—they were really trying to impress.

Not that I could blame them. It was probably safer for them that way. Folk tended to treat the ladies worse when they thought they were going to some cheap establishment where the people who worked there were worth less than dirt. The more you upsell a place, the better it looks, the more respect the ladies get.

Then we reached the entrance. Not seeing any guards out front gave me a better feeling about the place. Maybe they didn’t need the security.

Or maybe the nice looks were just for show.

What definitely was for show was a woman with unrealistic proportions standing near the entrance with this tight, red dress that looked more elegant than sexual. The jewelry adorning her body looked pretty expensive, too. But the important part was not spotting any bruises on her. Didn’t see any spots that looked like they were obviously covered up by makeup, either.

She smiled as soon as she spotted us. “Hey there,” she said. “Coming to have some fun as a couple, or splitting up?”

Mari clung to me even tighter after hearing that. Then I said, “Just here to take a look around, if that’s alright.”

“How cruel. A man like you coming around just to look around? You’re going to break our hearts.”

“Damn, you’re good. I might just have to change my mind.”

“I wouldn’t be out front if I wasn’t good.” She shot me a wink then nodded toward the gold-adorned door. “Go ahead. Relaxing out in the lounge is free.” She looked me over before staring me straight in the eyes. It was the kind of knowing look that I was used to, and I was sure that she recognized the one I gave her in return. “Especially for you.”

“I’ll take you up on that. Feel free to try and convince me some more if I leave without spending anythin’.”

“Where’s the fun in it for me if you make it so obvious you can’t be won?”

“Sorry, babe. A place like this? Don’t think I could afford some fun even if I wanted to.”

The woman leaned forward over her lectern. “We have first-time discounts, and customers with good behavior get even better discounts.”

“Guess I’ll have to be on my best behavior in there.”

“I think you’d already qualify.”

“You really are good.”

The woman stood back up straight and flipped her hair. “I know. Though, if you keep treating your lady friend like a third wheel, I might have to take back what I said.”

Mari finally spoke up after shaking her head. “I—I’m fine! I’m happy just listening! And I’m taking notes and, umm, don’t really know what to say, and… yeah. H-hi.”

The woman stared straight into Mari’s eyes for a few moments before looking into mine with a serious look. “Why are you bringing such an adorable girl here?”

I smiled and chuckled. “She’s less innocent than you think.”

“One of those quiet ones, huh?”

I squeezed Mari closer to my side. “Oh yeah.”

Mari was a little blushing mess at that point.

Though, as someone else approached, the lady waved us to head inside. So, I took her up on that. Slowly. Not so slowly to look like I was purposely going slow, but slowly enough to let the upcoming guy get closer for me to get a look at.

Older, glasses, a bit nerdy, and nervous. The kind of guy who usually, at worst, would get attached instead of keeping his feelings separate from the experience. Usually harmless in the end.

The receptionist shot me a look over her shoulder that told me I didn’t need to worry. She saw through me.

Maybe part of me felt on edge since they didn’t have any security out front. I wasn’t used to that. The place I grew up around… security was a constant requirement.

But anyways.

I took Mari inside to the lounge which was a pretty spacious and luxurious place. Lots of tables, couches, some nice music playing, and several ladies on display throughout the room with a bar at the back. Still no security.

Maybe it was a lot safer here. Maye the ladies of this profession were treated better in this universe.

Whatever it was, I found my eyes drawn to an older woman sitting by herself near the center of the room. The fur coat she had on looked even more exotic than usual considering we were in space where animals weren’t exactly native.

She lowered her tinted glasses as soon as I looked at her for more than a couple seconds, nodding for me to come over to her.

I gave Mari a nod and led her over.

“Welcome to Kiss,” the older woman said. “I don’t recognize your faces. Just arrive to the station?”

“Something like that,” I answered.

“Men who don’t give straight answers don’t get to ask straight questions.”

“C’mon, what do ya take me for?”

“I’ve been in this business for a long time, boy. I would consider myself a failure if I couldn’t judge a guest’s intentions.”

“Hah. You’ve got me there. How about we start this over? The name’s Atlas, and this lady next to me is Mari.”

“H-hi,” Mari stuttered out, blushing more upon realizing she stuttered.

The lady in front of us took her glasses off and tucked them into her jacket. “I have grown fond of the name, ‘Lady Val,’” Lady Val replied. “So, have any of my girls caught your eye?”

“We only came here to have a little look, but now that I’ve seen you, maybe I’ll change my mind,” I told her. “You on the menu?”

The older woman looked me in the eyes and smirked. “Do you think I’ll give you a discount because you make me feel pretty?”

“A discount? If anything, I’d pay extra.”

The woman looked at Mari next to me and told her, “You be careful with this one. I’m sure he’s broken more than a few hearts before.” She was pretty good at the whole ‘starting over’ thing. She misjudged me, and she knew that I knew she did, but I wasn’t going to call her out and hurt her pride. I couldn’t blame her for being extra suspicious of me in the first place.

“Hey now,” I said, “I’ve never broken a heart. That ain’t my style. I like to spread the love, not crush it. Course, I’m down to spread more than just love.”

Mari blushed when she heard that and gave me a little smack, but the older woman loved it and laughed. “What a refreshing attitude. Most of the men who come around here are dreadful. Rich old men who pay not to have to do anything, and young fools with too much money who think they can do whatever they want for the price. What they both have in common is a lack of humor and zero idea how to court a woman.”

“Can’t promise anything on the humor end, but I like to think I know how to make a beautiful lady smile.” I gave her a wink. “Hopefully I’m right.”

And just as planned, she smiled. “Keep it up and I might start to suspect you’re only here to investigate my taxes.”

“Even if I was, I’d look the other way as long as you look mine.”

She smiled even more and gave my shoulder a playful slap. “You stop that. Are you trying to give me even more wrinkles?”

“I’d be happy if I could leave a permanent mark on you so that you never forget me.”

She looked at Mari and asked, “Is he always this silly?”

Mari nodded. “Yeah, this is normal.”

“I don’t know if I should consider you lucky or unfortunate. Whatever you are, you—”

A loud shout came from one of the rooms. “What the fuck?!” Sounded like an older man. “You fuckin’ bit me!”

The older lady in front of me wasted no time getting up and rushing over to the room, pulling out a card that gave her access to it. “What is going on in here?” she asked while looking inside, her voice now one of authority that demanded respect. The voice of a woman who knew when to get serious and was ready to put others in their place.

“Your whore here bit me!”

I couldn’t see what was going on, but I could hear a girl crying from inside the room.

Maybe I was biased.

Because of the type of people I grew up around—the kind of places I stayed and the kind of folk who took care of me when nobody else would, I had a healthy respect for those of this profession. I also knew that they were so used to putting up with other’s shit that they rarely fought back unless it was really justified.

The older woman pointed toward the exit and told the man, “I want you out. Now.”

“After I put this bitch in her place and get a refund. I was told the best whores in the system work here, and then one fucking bites me!”

“You have ten seconds to leave before I have security remove you by force.”

The man stepped out of the room, getting in her face. “And you have ten seconds to give me a refund while I knock the teeth out of this whore’s mouth.”

The slap resulting from his words was even louder than he was. Damn, she knew how to slap.

But he was also younger, taller, and about three times her weight.

The man went to retaliate.

“You know,” I said, grabbing his wrist before he could hit her, “I was trying to give her some more wrinkles, now here you are trying to make her go more grey instead.” I looked at her and winked. “Not that grey looks bad on you.”

“Who the fuck are you?” he asked me.

As much as I wanted to tell him my name, I was supposed to keep my identity on the down low and not draw too much attention to myself. “The guy who’s going to help you find the exit.” Being close to him, I could smell what was probably the reason the girl bit him. He smelled like piss and he had some wet stains on his pants.

“You have any idea who I am? I own—”

“I’ve got to be honest with ya, I really don’t care.”

He tried swinging his free fist at me, but a new noise interrupted us from behind me. “Station Security!” shouted a man followed by three others who just barged into the establishment through the front entrance. They were quick to draw their guns and aim them at the belligerent customer. “On your knees!”

I let go of his wrist. He looked like he wanted to kill me, but he still got on his knees to comply with the security.

Admittedly, I looked down at him with a pretty smug smile just to piss him off some more.


Chapter Ten

The girl in the room was led out and taken into the back by Lady Val and a few of the other ladies on standby.

Personally, I was just relieved to be wrong about not having security on standby. Those guards got here too fast to not be on standby for the establishment.

That was what I thought, at least.

“Looks like someone is being watched,” Lady Val said, her voice coming from behind me. I didn’t even realize she was back.

“What makes you say that?” I asked her.

“Security tends to look the other way when it comes to our camera. They let me handle things my way. The only reason they would have shown up without me having to call for them is because they were watching, and my little theory is that you’re the one they’re watching. The good news is that they’re protecting you.”

“That so?” I looked up at the security camera and winked. “Guess I’ve got a guardian angel.”

“Perhaps you’re undercover for my taxes after all.”

“Sorry to ruin your fantasies, but I just ain’t that evil. Though, I’m surprised to hear they weren’t here for you. Thought you had them hidden somewhere close.”

“Like I said, I prefer doing things my own way.” She reached into her jacket and pulled out three different needles. From a look, that was all they were. Long, metal needles. But it was obvious that there was something special going on with them. “Not to say that I do not appreciate your help.”

“I appreciate the appreciation. That girl going to be alright?”

“She’ll be alright. She’s a little shaky, but my girls are taking care of her.”

“Good. What’s the punishment that bastard is going to get?”

“Considering his status, it won’t be enough. But it should deter him from ever showing his face here again.” She looked me over some more before saying, “You let me know if you need anything. Whether it’s protection or information, you have achieved your goal of coming here.”

“Hey now, we really did feel like checking the place out just because.”

“I am not such a fool that I would believe that was your only reason.”

“And I’m not such a fool to lie about that being the only reason.”

“You’ve proven you’re a good man, and the way that girl looks at you is proof on its own.” She nodded toward Mari, causing her to blush pretty furiously. “But also, I can tell. You’re used to this.”

“Yeah? What makes you say that?”

“The way your eyes scan every man who walks in here, looking for weapons or anything hidden. How you look at my girls not with lust, but for bruises and other signs of injury. You’re protective of us even if you have no idea who we are. The only men I have ever known like that were men who lived this life themselves, or who were raised around it.”

“The ladies who raised me made sure it was mostly the latter.”

“Raised you? Must not have been in this system.”

“Sure wasn’t.”

One of the other ladies came out from the back and called for Lady Val. She gave us a nod, letting us know she’d return, and went into the back.

Mari tugged on my arm to whisper right after that. “Atlas.”

“Yeah, Mari?” I replied.

“What, umm… happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“She seemed… kind of hostile at first. But then it was like you two were best friends, and now she’s offering us protection? I don’t—I don’t think I get it. It all feels really sudden…”

“I ain’t sure I ever told you this. Probably left it out to not be too depressing. But, I grew up in a place like this. Except the man in charge was a real bastard of bastards. Sparing you the details, we can recognize each other. She had a lil mistake at the beginning there, but I made peace.”

“I see… I don’t think I get it. But… you grew up in a place like this?”

“Yep.”

“Were… were you—”

“That’s something I’ll talk to you about another time.”

Mari came in for a partial hug, resting one hand on my back to trace her fingers against it as if to comfort me.

She really was a sweet girl.

“Sorry about that,” Lady Val said after coming back over to us. “Now, if you want any straight answers, it’s time for you to ask some straight questions.”

“There’s only one question I can really think of,” I said. “Well, two.” I looked up at the security camera. “That thing got audio?”

Lady Val nodded and understood that it was time to lead us into another room. One without a camera.

“Second question,” I said. “What can you tell me about this whole situation with the emperor? You hear anything about Clara and her sister?” Mari looked at me after hearing how I phrased that. Yeah, I made our bias clear. We were on Clara’s side.

Lady Val let out a relieved sigh. “So, she’s alive still.” Maybe I was too trusting of her because of her profession. A lady of her age in this profession was going to see through anything and understand every implication. For the most part, anyways. “What do you want to know?”

“How’re folk taking the news?”

“Nobody with a functioning head on their shoulders believes that girl would kill her own family.”

“Sure seems like the military is taking her sister’s side.”

“If you wish to know why, I cannot say. It makes no sense. Several of those men have stepped foot in this establishment, and I know they are good men with working brains. I cannot imagine that a single one of them would take that wretched girl’s side.”

“Could they be getting forced? Blackmailed?”

“Only if they have forsaken everything they were taught, and I struggle to believe that they have. I have little respect for most men who come here, but before this, I had nothing but respect for those men. They were good. Proud. Honorable. Now, they have submitted to a traitor.”

“Do the common folk share these thoughts?”

“Perhaps not to the same degree, but I assure you that they do not support the traitor as much as the media would have us believe.”

“That’s all I was curious about. Thanks.”

“That girl—Clara. If she needs somewhere to hide—”

“You don’t need to worry about that. Besides, she wouldn’t want to put you ladies at risk.”

Lady Val looked off to the side and sighed. “Trust me, I am aware. That foolish uncle of hers brought her here a couple of times before. I scolded him each time, but he insisted that it was best for a princess to learn of all her people, not only those higher up.”

Sounded like Clara’s uncle might not have been that bad of a guy after all. Then again, Clara didn’t exactly make him sound evil or anything. She just made him sound like he cared more about fun than responsibilities.

And I couldn’t blame a man for being that way.

“That girl,” Lady Val continued, sighing again. “She was a little bundle of joy as a child. Even here, before she knew our names, she was looking for ways to help. Always wanting to help others. Everyone loved her. That girl would never be the type to betray her family, just as she would never make for a good ruler.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“She is far too soft and lacks all desire to rule. That poor thing. I can only imagine how she must feel now.”

“Clara is a strong girl.”

“I know, but even the strongest have their breaking points. Would it be possible for you to pass a message on to her for me?”

“No promises, but I’ll try.”

“Then, tell her that ‘Granny Kiss’ will always have a room for her. And tell her that no matter what she may see on the news, the masses are behind her and waiting for justice.”

“Got it. While I’m here, anything you can tell me about her uncle or the head of security here?”

Lady Val smiled in an annoyed way when I brought up her uncle. “Her uncle? He visited us at times and even introduced his sons to us as soon as they were of age. He is the kind of perverted man who would rather spend his days drinking, gambling, and hiring us than doing anything responsible. However, I do believe he is a good man. Not a man I can personally respect, but a man I have no problem cooperating with.  As for the head of security—Frederick?”

“Yeah, him.”

“A good man. His trainees occasionally come here to cry into our chests about the training he puts them through, but I would rather have hardened security than useless security. We are a very safe station despite what we deal in thanks to him. Quite the looker, too.”

“Want me to pass on some flirting for you?”

“I assure you that I have tried, but that man has a steel wall up between himself and others. Clara is the only one to ever make it through the wall.”

Sounded like Clara was safe with them. That was good. “That’s everythin’ I can think of. Thanks for the help.”

“And thank you for your help earlier. And for helping our favorite princess.”

“I’ve gotta say, you sound pretty confident about just how involved you think I am with her.” I wasn’t trying to be that obvious with her.

Lady Val smiled and pointed up at her left eye. It then shifted through various colors before stopping to look like a plain, mechanical ball. Then it went back to normal. “Frederick and I have our differences, but he is a good man, and he knows that I am quite the nebby woman. He is not the only one with access to this station’s security cameras. We work rather well together, you see.”

Apparently, she had more reason than simply seeing what kind of man I was to change tunes with me. If she really had access to everything, she probably could have backtracked through my entire visit to the station so far. That meant seeing me come off the ship with a hidden Clara. All she had to do then was put two and two together.

Not giving her a straight answer earlier made me suspicious. But as soon as she saw why I didn’t give her one, she understood everything. Then my question that had her sighing in relief was just extra confirmation of what she already suspected.

“Speaking of,” Lady Val said and then paused, looking toward the door.

Someone knocked on it right after.

“Come in,” Lady Val called out.

The door opened to reveal a single security officer standing on the other side. The same one who met us at the dock. Al-something. Alwin? Yeah, that sounded right. He knelt down in front of me just like earlier and said, “You have been requested for a meeting with the captain.” He sounded so proper and knightly. It was weird being addressed by someone so serious like that. “Would you please accomp—”

“Alwy!” shouted one of the working girls from behind him. “It’s not your usual time. Did you miss me that much?”

Alwin jumped up, his face going bright red. “A-Alicia! I—I am here on official business at the moment.”

The woman, Alicia, giggled with her hand held over her mouth. “It should be illegal to be cuter than us girls.”

“I am not—!”

Lady Val cleared her throat. “You both have work.” Then she clapped her hands. Alicia pouted for a moment before blowing a kiss to Alwin and turning away, leaving Alwin to regain his composure and look at me again.

“Would you please accompany me to the security offices?” Alwin asked me.

I shrugged. “Sure, why not? Alwy.”

Alwin turned even more red than before.

I was going to have some fun with that nickname of his.


Chapter Eleven

Alwin led me and Mari back through the station toward the docks. There was a pathway there with a couple of guards stationed outside of it who let us go straight through.

“I’ve gotta say, I dig your uniforms,” I told Alwin. “Like modern knights. Not my style, but still a nice one.”

“They are supposedly inspired by the armor our ancestors wore for battle on Earth,” Alwin said.

“Makes sense.”

The pathway led us to what felt like a police station interior. There was a staffed desk at the front, various halls leading to different sections and rooms, and labels on the wall for things such as the armory, holding cells, interview rooms, and more.

“This way,” Alwin said, taking us behind the front desk. Never thought that I’d be going into the back where the offices were. All my time spent in police stations were in the interview rooms and holding cells.

The back room looked just like I always thought it would. A bunch of cubicles with busy officers entering reports on their computers. Though, instead of proper desktops or laptops, they were all using tablets similar to the kind I had on Argos.

But man. Even in a sci-fi universe, the cops can’t escape paperwork.

That’s probably a good thing. Still, feel a bit bad for them.

The badass uniforms of modern knights but with the dreaded paperwork of modern reality.

Anyways.

Alwin took us toward the very back of the room where there was a closed office with closed blinds on the other side of the windows. After a couple of knocks on the door, I recognized Frederick’s voice from the other side beckon us to come in. So, we followed Alwin in.

“Clara!” Mari was quick to shout, running over to hug Clara the moment we saw her sitting on one of the chairs in the office.

Both Alwin and the man I assumed was Frederick jumped a little and placed their hands on their weapons, but stopped when they saw Clara gladly accept Mari’s affection.

“Please, Mari, it has only been a couple of hours,” Clara said, sounding just as happy as Mari despite her words. “You act as if we have not seen one another in years.”

“It’s basically been years to me!” Mari whined, already tearing up a bit.

While those two acted adorable together, I looked at the man who must have been Frederick.

He was an old, gruff man with a neatly trimmed beard and a surprisingly modern haircut with that grey hair of his. Short on the sides, long on the top. His face had a few, badass scars, too. And he was the first one to say anything between us. “You must be Atlas,” he told me, holding his hand out for a shake.

“The one and only,” I replied, taking his hand for a shake. I expected his grip to be a lot firmer, but I had the stronger grip without trying too much.

That was probably due to me being from Earth while he probably never spent much time in equivalent gravity. He looked big and tough with his clothes on, but when it came down to it, growing up in higher gravity was going to give me a huge advantage over anyone who didn’t when it came to strength.

Probably why stopping that guy earlier was so easy, too.

“Thank you for bringing Clara here,” Frederick said. “You have restored hope to our empire.”

“All I did was pick up a pretty lady in need of a ride,” I replied.

Frederick winced a little. It probably hurt to hear his princess get referred to as a ‘pretty lady’ so casually. But, more importantly, he didn’t really react. He was chill. Though, he did say, “I would appreciate it if you spoke of her with a more… proper form of address, but I will not scold the man who saved her life so easily.” He still let me know he disapproved, but in a chill way.

“Please, Frederick,” Clara said. “He is only being friendly.”

I wondered how he would feel if he found out that Clara tried offering her body to me. I had a feeling he would want to retroactively tear my eyes out.

Not that I think he would actually try.

Clara then looked at me and said, “Hello again, Atlas.”

I gave her a little wave and replied, “Yo.”

“I have to admit, it felt strange going even a couple of hours without seeing that hair of yours.”

“Hah. My hair tends to have that effect on folk. Leaves quite the impression, huh?”

Clara chuckled and nodded. “It certainly does.”

“So,” I returned my attention to Frederick, “I guess you’re the one responsible for us being followed.”

Frederick didn’t hesitate at all to nod. “I would not have any harm come to you after you brought Clara here. For as long as I may offer you protection, I shall.”

“Man, I’ve gotta admit, the reception here sure is nicer than it was in Centauri.”

“An unattended bathroom that hasn’t been cleaned in months would give you a better reception than anywhere in Centauri.”

He got me laughing with that one. “Damn, if that ain’t true. Anyways, s’long as your guys don’t get in the way or try stopping me from having some fun, I won’t say no to some security. Makes me feel all special.”

“They will not interfere so long as you do not intend to break any laws.”

“I don’t as far as I know. By the way, Lady Val.”

Frederick’s eyes immediately widened a little, his cheeks gaining the most subtle sign of a blush as I mentioned her. “What—” he stopped to clear his throat. “What about her?”

I looked at Mari.

Mari nodded.

Yeah, we both knew what was going on.

“She’s a nice lady,” I said. “Oh, and Clara, she says you’re always welcome there. They’ll give you a place to stay and hide if you ever need it.”

Clara smiled again and said, “Granny Ki—I mean, Lady Val, has always been very kind, but I would never wish to impose nor put her in danger. Though,” she narrowed her eyes at me, “was that really the first place you visited? I would have thought that with how often I overheard you and Mari, that you would have no reason for visiting such an establishment.”

Mari asked, “You—you heard us?”

“Very frequently so.”

“I-it’s Atlas’s fault! Every time I told him we should be quiet, he—!”

Frederick cleared his throat while Alwin looked away pretty awkwardly.

Mari looked ready to start crying from embarrassment, so she hugged Clara even tighter and hid her face against Clara’s neck.

Clara was quick to comfort her by hugging her and petting the back of her head.

“So,” I said, obviously changing the subject. “What were we called here for? I doubt it was to make my Mari all embarrassed.”

“You would be correct,” Frederick replied. “One, I wish to cover compensating and rewarding you for your efforts. Two, I wished to ask you about the fact that you have an illegal AI on your ship.”

Clara went from comforting Mari to looking like a deer in the headlights. “I—I’m sorry. I was telling him of our journey… and let that slip.”

“Well,” I said. “Considering that we’re not being arrested, I’m hopin’ it won’t be too much of an issue.”

Frederick sat back down behind his desk and pulled out a bottle of what looked like whiskey, pouring himself a drink in a glass.

“Damn, you’re allowed to drink on the job here?” I asked.

“Our people take great joy in drinking,” Frederick answered. “It helps with the stress of work, and what I have heard gives me great cause to stress. And drink.”

“Can’t argue with that logic.”

“You brought Clara here and helped Lady Val. I have no reason to suspect you of ill intent. While I would be interested in hearing of how you acquired such an AI in the first place, I will not press the issue, nor will I take it from you. In fact, if possible, I would like you to let one of my engineers look at it to see if we can replicate it and—”

“No.”

Frederick and the others looked surprised at me so suddenly and easily shutting that down.

“She’s not going to be anyone’s tool.”

“Is ‘she’ not your tool?” Frederick asked me.

“She’s my partner—my family. Just as you want to protect Clara, I want to protect my girl, and I won’t let anyone use her.”

“I cannot deny that I respect such an answer, even if it inconveniences us. I was hoping, a fool’s hope, that we might be able to replicate it to equip our ships, but I will respect your decision.”

“And I can’t hold it against you for asking. I’m sure you guys would like every advantage you can get right now.”

“That we would. Considering that the military fleets loyal to Clara have been wiped out already, we have no means of fighting back aside from equipping civilian and security vessels with heavier arms. Your AI would give us a much needed advantage to help even the field out.”

“Sorry, but I ain’t lettin’ anyone touch her.”

“If it—she, truly is an AI that capable, would it be possible then for her to create AI for us that we may use?”

“I can ask her if anything like that is possible, but no promises.”

“Very well. If it is possible, then I will be sure to provide you with even greater rewards.”

“We’ll see. Anyways, I heard from Lady Val that nobody would seriously suspect Clara of doing what they’re saying she did, so what’s up with the military turning against her?”

“No offense, but I have no reason to share—”

Clara raised her voice to say, “Frederick. I trust this man with my life and more.”

Frederick took a sip of his drink. “That does not justify giving him information on matters related to our empire’s military.”

“I know, but please.”

Frederick let out a long sigh. “All I can say is that I investigated the crew of every traitor ship. The captains are all nobles who attended a military training exercise together last year. That is the only connection I have been able to uncover. Well, that and that said training exercise was organized by the traitor princess herself.”

“Huh,” I said. “So, somethin’ happened at this exercise that got all of them on the same page.”

“It would have happened during the banquet after the exercise. That was the only time they all would have been in a private area together.”

“Any idea if anyone else was involved?”

“There were non-military nobles there as well, and they have also come out in support of the traitor princess.”

“So, things were definitely organized then and there.”

“All signs point to that.”

“Anything else?”

Instead of answering, Frederick said, “First, let me ask why you are so interested.”

“I’m a curious guy. Simple as that.”

“I see. Unfortunately, there is no information worth sharing aside from that.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a mystery to solve.”

“I take it from your tone that you have no interest in lending us your assistance.”

I looked over at Mari and Clara before giving Frederick my answer. “I don’t want to get my girl and Mari involved in somethin’ we might not be able to get away from, especially when that means goin’ up against an official military without any real support or ammo. Even if you compensate us, I doubt you’ve got enough ammo here to fully restock my girl, let alone stock up an entire fleet of converted ships to take on the military.”

“I cannot deny that.”

“I don’t see a situation where helping Clara disappear and live under a new identity isn’t the best option, as much as I’m sure nobody wants to hear that. Some fights just ain’t winnable.”

Frederick looked away, as did Clara and Alwin.

It was only Mari who looked me in the eyes and said, “But if she asked for help… you would still fight an unwinnable war to help her, wouldn’t you?”

I shot a wink at Mari. “Only if she makes me a knight afterward. Part of me has always wanted to be a knight. Especially if I get armor and a sword. Even if that wouldn’t fit my style, I’d still like to have it on display.”

“You wouldn’t even need that.”

“Callin’ me out ain’t very stylish, Mari. Don’t do me like this in front of others.”

Mari giggled before looking at Clara and saying, “If you ask… we’ll do anything we can to help you, even if it’s impossible. That’s what we do!”

“Thank you,” Clara said. “But I could never bring myself to ask for help.”

“We know a pretty stubborn girl in Centauri like that.”

“I believe you told me about her.”

“Yep! And we helped her. Even though it seemed impossible, we rescued her, and then getting out of Centauri looked impossible, but we did that, too. We’re pretty good at doing the impossible. Well… Atlas and Argos are.”

“Oi,” I interjected. “Don’t discredit yourself. You’ve been with us every step of the way helpin’ out.”

“Ehehe…”

“But seriously. I ain’t the kind of guy who is gonna force my help onto someone who ain’t askin’ for it. If you ask, I’ll help. If you don’t, I won’t. But this is all about you, Clara. You have to ask for help if you want it. I won’t accept anyone askin’ on your behalf.”

Clara smiled and nodded at me. “Then I suppose you will have to continue your plans of enjoying the station’s entertainment before going on your way.”

“Suppose I will.”

“Thank you regardless, Atlas. I—I…” Clara froze up, looking like she was about to panic. “I—I—I have never introduced myself!”

“What’s up?”

“You—I—! I never told you my name!”

“Well, I already knew it, so I don’t see what the problem is.”

“Manners! Manners is the problem! What kind of royal daughter am I to have forgotten my manners?!” Clara finally broke free from Mari to bow down in front of me. “My name is Clara Rommel! Second Daughter to Emperor Rommel! It is an honor to meet you!”

I picked at my ear in an obvious manner before saying, “Sorry about that, somethin’ in my ear. Didn’t quite hear you.”

That was more effective than I thought since Clara started repeating, “My name is—”

“I’m teasin’ ya, relax. I heard it all. Nice to meet you, Clara. I’m Atlas.”

Mari jumped in my direction, grabbing onto my arm to stop herself from floating into the wall behind me. “And I’m Mari!”

“And if ya ever need anything, just let us know. We’ll do whatever we can when a pretty lady asks us for help, even if it’s impossible.”

Mari looked up at me and said, “We kind of sound bad if we only help pretty girls.”

“I aint’ trying to sound good.”

“It’s okay. I prefer antiheroes in the first place.”

“I could tell.”

“Ehehe.”

“But I am gonna make a selfish request while I’m here.” I looked back at Frederick. “Can you set up a way for Mari to stay in touch with Clara? She’ll get too sad if she can’t talk to her.”

Frederick nodded. “I already planned on setting up an encrypted channel for her to use, but I will set up a secondary one as well for her to use for communicating with your vessel.”

“Perfect. As far as compensation goes, if you could get my girl up to at least twenty percent for ammo, I’d appreciate that. And top us off on fuel, food, water, and spare parts. I’ll leave you two to decide what our reward is. Don’t want to ruin the surprise, after all.”

“I am not sure about the ammo, but the rest is manageable, and we will do our best to resupply your ship’s arms.”

“Great. In that case, we good here? Gotta admit, bein’ in a place like this makes me feel weird.”

“I will have an order sent to your ship for you to confirm.” Frederick took another sip of his drink and stood up, offering me another handshake. “Thank you again for bringing Clara here. If there is anything I can do to help you while you are here, please do not hesitate to let me know.”

I took his hand for another shake. “And I’ll check with my girl if it’s possible for her to do any AI-makin’ magic.”

“Thank you.”

With our handshake over, I looked at Clara and said, “You’re welcome to come hang out with us whenever you want. And if you ever need any help, you know what to do.”

Clara nodded. I knew she wouldn’t want to take us up on either of those options. Or well, even if she did want to take us up on hanging out, she wouldn’t out of fear for putting us in danger. “Thank you.”

Mari added on, “Come visit us soon, okay?”

There was a bit of pain in Clara’s eyes as she said, “We’ll see. I have much to do, unfortunately.” She was terrible at trying to gently turn people down.

Mari got the message, though, and gave my arm a little tug letting me know she was ready to leave.


Chapter Twelve

Mari and I were back to walking around the station after leaving the sci-fi version of a police station. I could tell she was a little sad about leaving Clara again, especially considering that Clara would have us believe it was the last time we’d ever see each other for our own sake, but she found out how to distract herself from that before long.

Out of nowhere, Mari looked up at me and asked, “What’s with you and older women?”

“What? A man can’t appreciate some wrinkles?” I asked.

“I just feel like you flirt with them more than you flirt with younger girls. Do you prefer older women?”

“Nah. I just know they don’t get as many compliments at their age, and I do still find ‘em beautiful, so why not share the love and let them know they’re still special?”

“Atlas… who’s the oldest woman you’ve been with?”

“Hm. I’m more of a flirt than someone who seriously goes after women with that intent, but there was this one lady I did a job for once. Her husband left her for a girl a third her age and she didn’t know the first thing about household maintenance, so she found me and called me to spend a day teaching her a bunch of basic things for taking care of the house on her own. Since she couldn’t rely on her husband to do it anymore. Think she was about… sixty-three, maybe?”

“Woah…”

“She was real appreciative of my help. I felt bad for her, and I respected that she wanted to learn how to do things on her own, so I only charged her for an hour of my time even though I spent the whole day there helping her. It was in the evening when she started drinkin’ some wine and making jokes about how maybe she should go after someone half her age to get even. I told her I’d be happy to help. Thought she was just joking around. Called me sober the next day and invited me over. Let me tell ya, no girl my age or younger has ever greeted me at the door wearing new lingerie that didn’t actually cover any of the important bits before.”

“She sounds awesome.”

I shrugged. “Personality wise, she was. In the bedroom, she knew how to dress up, but apparently hadn’t had sex in over a decade and her husband was never that adventurous, so she was pretty inexperienced and awkward. Still made her feel like a young girl again, though. The old lady had some pipes on her. Funny thing, the neighbors actually called an ambulance because they thought she must have fallen and was screaming in pain. That was a fun talk to have with the paramedics.”

“What was their reaction?”

“Three of them looked disgusted by me. The other one looked at me like I was his role model.”

“Those three were weak.”

“Yup. Anyways, it’s my turn to pick out a place to check out.” We’d been wandering around the casino area since leaving Frederick’s office. Partly because I wanted to see if their games were anything like the ones I was used to, and they were. The other part was curious to listen in on the conversations to see if I heard anything like what Lady Val said.

And I did.

There were plenty of folk cursing the new girl in charge, calling her a traitor, wondering where Clara was and hoping that she was safe—it certainly seemed like the heart of the people was with Clara. At least, in this one station it was.

“Alright, how about… I kind of want to check out the industry district. See what kind of shops there are,” I said.

“Ooh, I didn’t think you were the shopper type,” Mari replied.

“Hah. Back as a kid, when I was just some brat without a penny to my name, I loved walkin’ down the streets lookin’ through all the windows. Was never allowed in since I’d just get shooed out for bein’ dirty, but that didn’t stop me from checking them out from the outside.”

“They did that to you? Even though you were just a kid?”

“In Centauri, I figure you folk had it rough, but everyone had it rough, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Where I’m from… you could have a street like mine, where the houses were falling apart, someone overdosed on drugs every other night, there were shootings and gangs, just fifteen minutes away from gated neighborhoods where everyone had their own pool, drove new cars, sent their kids to nice schools, and all that other fancy stuff. I was a dirty kid outside of where I belonged in their eyes. Me bein’ in a shop would make the real customers uncomfortable, so they kept me out.”

“That’s fucked up. I want to beat them up for doing that to you.”

“It is what it is. Here, I don’t think I’ll have anything to worry about. And if anyone tries kicking me out, I’ll just send our escorts at them.”

I checked over my shoulder. Surely enough, I spotted a couple of security officers in the distance who were trying their best to look subtle. They weren’t that great at it. If they were, maybe I was just better at spotting them than I realized.

Regardless, I led us out of the casino to head on toward the industry district. The very first shop we saw was a gift shop. Of course, I couldn’t resist taking a look inside.

… and we walked out of the shop with more than I was expecting to buy.

The only thing in there that I really wanted to buy was a little bobblehead in the design of the station. I had a thing for bobbleheads. Argos didn’t really have a proper dashboard to put bobbleheads on, but I could fix that.

Mari, though.

That girl could shop.

She bought some candy, decorative wine glasses, some board games, special card sets, shirts, a bunny girl costume, and more. It was only when we went to check out that: one, we realized how poorly our money converted into this system’s currency; and two, how much everything Mari picked out totaled up to. Mari tried to change her mind, but it was too late. I bought everything she wanted.

So, with a guilty Mari at my side whining about how we spent too much money and how sorry she was for being selfish, we kept on looking around.

That’s when we came across something that immediately caught my attention.

A shop selling customizable, personal androids.

“Mari,” I said. “We’ve gotta look in there.”

“Agreed,” Mari replied. “But no spending money! We’ve spent enough!”

“We’ll see about that.”

Inside the shop were a couple rows of premade androids for sale that could be taken home straight from the store. I purposely ignored their price tags since I didn’t want my hopes and dreams crushed too early.

Not at all to my surprise, they were all female. And sexy. Very sexy. Pretty human looking, too. Like some of those sex dolls but less uncanny. There was some nice variety, too. An android for the types who liked chubby girls, tall girls, flat girls, busty girls, short girls—a type for everyone.

And near the back of the shop was a “Build Your Own Android” terminal that really caught my interest.

A whistle forced its way out of me while I looked over all the options. “Damn, this is like every nerd’s dream back on Earth.”

The customization options for personal androids were insane. They could look like regular humans of any age, every part of their bodies could be customized including their sexual bits which also had a selection of “premium enhancements” available for both common and niche fetishes, they could have animalistic parts such as cat ears or dog tails… and animalistic replacements for those previously mentioned sexual organs, or they could straight up look like furries with bodies covered in synthetic fur that supposedly felt just like the real deal.

However, it looked like only extremely basic AI was allowed for them. I wasn’t even sure if it could really be called AI compared to what level of artificial intelligence this universe had developed. From what I could see, the AI of these androids was less advanced than locally run large language models back on Earth. Sure, they could move around, but were basically no more than sex dolls capable of basic movements and simulated speech.

They couldn’t play a game with you or watch a movie and develop their own thoughts regarding it. They couldn’t take the lead or do anything that they weren’t ordered to do.

Was I being some kind of elitist by not wanting to consider them true AI, or were they simply just… really not AI?

Argos was an AI and the best girl in the entire universe. Compared to her, the AI that came with these androids felt like comparing a stick on the ground to a nuclear reactor in terms of technological level.

“Yeah, there’s really no competing with my girl,” I said. It wouldn’t be right of me to get myself an android when I’d be comparing her to Argos all the time, either. Besides, it wasn’t like I needed an android. I already had Mari and, you know, Argos herself. Having an android would have been fun, but there were already enough ladies to spread my love to who were more than glorified prompt bots.

Mari spoke up and said, “It’d be nice if Argos had a body.”

Wait. What?

“I love Argos, but it’s hard to really communicate with her when she’s… you know. And the only way I could hug her is by hugging a chair connected to her…”

Argos. A body.

“Aha… maybe it’s weird, but it almost feels like I’m cheating on her when I look at these androids…”

“One,” I said. “That’s the first time you’ve said you love her.”

Mari blushed a bit in response. “W-well! I… I do. Even if it’s hard to communicate with her, we’re like family. She almost feels like… a little sister. Or maybe a big sister?” She shook her head. “Argos is like a sister to me. We keep each other safe, we help each other and look out for each other—she’s as… as family to me as you are.”

I placed my hands on her shoulders and looked right into her eyes. “Aren’t scifi ships the best?’

“E-eh? S-sure…?”

“We’re finally on the same page when it comes to Argos. Mari, together, we’ll lead the Argos Fan Club to heights never before imagined.”

“I’m not really sure I understand… but if it’s for Argos, I’ll do it!”

I leaned down to kiss Mari’s forehead, prompting her to giggle. “Now then. Two, you’ve given me an idea that I’m ashamed of myself for not thinking of sooner.”

“Yeah? What idea?”

I looked around to make sure there weren’t any curious ears before whispering to Mari, “What if we get an android and install Argos into it?”

Mari’s eyes lit up when she understood just how perfect of an idea that was. “Is that possible?!”

“Probably? I mean, Argos can do anything, right? Connecting herself to an android should be easy.”

Mari’s eyes sparkled with potentially even more excitement than I had in my own eyes. “Let’s design her! We have to give her the perfect body!”

“Damn, I love you.”

“I—I love you too, but focus on Argos! She’s more important right now! I would never forgive us if we give her anything but the perfect body!”

I placed my hand atop Mari’s head to ruffle her hair up. “You’re right. Alright, let’s start over. What are we thinking?”

Mari took her place in front of the customization panel to handle the options for us. “She obviously has to have a feminine body.”

“True.”

“Because she was here first… and because she’s so cool and competent, I think she would be the big sister type after all, so she should be taller than me.”

“Makes sense.”

“With huge boobs.”

“Hah. I’m not sure that’s necessary, but I sure won’t complain.”

Mari turned around to look into my eyes while raising a serious finger up at me. “All boobs are good boobs, but when you have an artificial body that can’t feel pain, you don’t need to worry about back pain, so you might as well go as big as possible. They can be a pain for us human girls even in low gravity, you know.”

“Look at you, a real pro at boobs.”

Mari proudly stuck her chest out while looking awfully smug. “Of course! I’m speaking from experience, and if there’s one thing my readers have never complained about, it’s the size of my characters’ chests!”

“Then crank them up as much as you want.”

Mari excitedly nodded before turning back around and sliding the android’s breast size to nearly the maximum. At that point… her breasts looked so big that they completely covered up her torso.

“Maybe… a bit too big,” I said.

“Hmm… yeah,” Mari replied, sighing with a hint of sadness in it. “Argos doesn’t have the energy of someone who would be on this level of boob. This gigantic size is better for the sweet and caring mommy types, not the cool older sister types. When I think about what size Argos actually deserves…” Mari slid her finger across the panel to reduce the size until they were slightly smaller than her own breasts. “It—it hurts me… but… for the sake of staying accurate to her character… this makes more sense.”

I placed my hand on her shoulder to comfort her. “It’s alright. Maybe we’ll pick up a girl someday who has that motherly energy you’re talking about with a chest to match it.”

Mari turned around again to look up at me with a pout. “Even if I’m fine with you picking up other girls, that doesn’t mean you have to proactively think about doing it.”

“Aha, sorry. I’ll try to only flirt with them in the moment rather than think about flirting with them in advance.”

Mari stood up on the tips of her toes to kiss my jawline. “Thanks for letting me be a little jealous.”

“It wouldn’t be fair of me if I didn’t. After all, I want to punch every bastard who checks you out in the face.”

“Ehehe… that makes me happy. Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

“An-anyways, back to Argos. I don’t know if the proper lady aesthetic would fit her. Long, straight black hair would look great on her, but I think she’s a bit… wild for that.”

“She can fight like a wild dog, after all.”

“Let’s go with long, messy hair.”

“I dig it.”

“An hourglass figure, thick but toned thighs… should—should we… include the umm… sexual enhancements? This one… ooh… it—it can twist and vibrate!”

“Mari, Argos is like my sister. And my pet.”

“You totally have old husband and wife energy with her.”

“I didn’t say that she’s not like my wife, but I’ve got pride that won’t let me compare her to all three of those things in the same sentence, alright?”

“But comparing her to your sister and pet at the same time is okay?”

“Listen.”

Mari smiled and looked up at me again. “I’m listening.”

“… how much is the enhancement? Not because I’m thinking about fucking Argos, not to say that I would ever even entertain the idea of turning her down if she wanted me to, but because maybe she’d want it herself. She likes to be the best, after all. She’s got a certain pride to maintain.”

Mari wiggled her eyebrows at me, not buying my excuse at all. “Mhm. Okay, for the sake of her pride, the enhancement would be… 45,000 IC…”

“Hold on. Did you just say 45,000 IC?”

“Y-yeah…”

“How much is she if we remove that?”

“Without any of the sexual enhancements… the total cost is… 375,000 IC… before tax… and this is only using the basic consumer model… not even the fancy high-tech models with better flexibility and emotive faces…”

One cent was equal to less than half an IC. That was how bad Centauri’s economy was and how worthless their currency was. We didn’t even have the money for the sexual enhancement on its own.

I placed my hand on Mari’s shoulder again. “Mari… let’s work hard to earn money so that we can get Argos a body someday.”

Mari looked up at me with sad little tears in her eyes. “Yeah…”

We were both crushed.

But we had a new goal.

Admittedly, depending on the size of the reward, we were probably going to be lazy for a while. Now, we had a reason to find some work, which would also let us work on our reputation.

Then again, since we changed Argos’s registration, it wasn’t like we really had to worry about our reputation in the first place unless people memorized our faces. And if they memorized our faces, they’d probably also know what Argos looked like, and then they’d be able to tell that we illegally changed her registration… and that was a crime that wouldn’t fly anywhere we went. Well, except here. Frederick probably learned about that if he also learned about Argos being an illegal AI.

“Mari,” I said. “I think I might have made a mistake.”

I thought she might be worried after hearing that, but Mari only smiled and grabbed onto my hand. “We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t great at making mistakes.”

“Hah. Well, when you look at things like that, I suppose we should keep on makin’ mistakes. Let’s see where they lead us.”

“Right! As long as we’re together with Argos, I’m sure everything will work out somehow!”

“You’ve got that right. Now, let’s change the topic before anything bad happens.”

“Before… anything bad happens?”

“We’re saying the kinds of things right now that usually come right before a sudden twist in a story, right?”

Mari’s eyes widened when she realized it. “You’re—you’re right! I’m the writer and yet I’ve made such a terrible mistake… wait. But now that we’ve acknowledged it, we’ve subverted it, because it wouldn’t feel right to have it happen now.”

“Ooh, great logic. That’s my favorite author for ya.”

“Ehehe. Oh! And… getting Argos a body might be too expensive… but I bet those bunny girl uniforms are affordable.”

“Oh yeah?”

Mari nodded and pressed her chest against mine. “You wouldn’t mind sharing a bed with a bunny in heat, would you? She might be really clingy and needy… and need lots and lots of love to calm her instincts down…”

“It’s a gentleman’s duty to help such a bunny with her primal instincts.”

“With tights or without tights?”

“With, of course.”

Mari’s smile grew even wider. “Good choice.”


Chapter Thirteen

Mari and I returned to Argos after a bit more looking around.

I offered to shower first, but she refused and sent me to my room so that she could shower and prepare instead. That meant all I had to do was sit on my bed and talk to Argos to pass the time.

“Hey, the most beautiful girl in the whole universe,” I said.

Argos’s voice came through the speaker to reply, “All systems operational.”

“Yeah, of course you know I’m talking to you when I say that. Anyways, me and Mari had an idea earlier. Maybe it’d be nicer to surprise you with it, but I figure I should ask you about it after all. Maybe you wouldn’t be interested and it’d be a waste of money. Anyways, how do you feel about having a body? A humanoid body, I mean.”

“Unpredictable variables are complicating travel time estimations.”

“So, you’re not sure.”

Argos flashed the lights in the room green.

“Guess it’d be weird for ya, huh? You’ve only ever known what it’s like to be in this ship. And whether it’s a human body or a ship, touching you will probably be the same.” I placed my hand against the wall to stroke her hull like I was petting her. “You probably can’t feel this, and you probably couldn’t feel any sensations in an android’s body, either.”

I took my hand away from the wall, and that was when Argos immediately said, “Hull maintenance required.”

“Hah. Even if you can’t really feel it, you still enjoy it, huh?”

No response.

“Oh? You feelin’ shy? C’mon, I ain’t gonna pet ya if you don’t admit to—”

“All systems operational.”

“That’s what I thought.” I returned my hand to wall, triggering her to flash the lights green a couple of times. “Even if you can’t feel it, you can still see me do it and understand the intent, huh?”

“All systems operational.”

“So in a situation like this, being able to see it—even if ya can’t feel it, it’s the thought that matters. It’s the intent that lets you feel what can’t really be felt.”

“All systems—”

“Hey, Argos. I’m gonna bully you a little.”

“Unpredictable variables—”

“Who’s a good girl?”

There was no reply.

“C’mon, I’ll stop petting you if you don’t—”

Argos shut the lights off in the room before answering, “All systems operational.”

“Hmm, I don’t know if that’s a good enough answer.”

“This vessel was previously registered as Argos.”

“Ooh, I like that, but I think we can get even closer.”

“Argos is the previously registered designation for this vessel.”

“There we go. You know what to do now, right, girl? Tell me, who’s a good girl?”

“Argos is.” She took the last message and cut off the rest of it. I had no idea why she decided to do it that way, but she did, and it was good enough.

“That’s my girl.”

She flashed the lights green a few times before leaving them on as I continued to pet her hull.

“By the way, Mari told me she loves you earlier. She considers you part of her family now. Don’t that make you happy?”

“All systems operational.”

“She thinks you’re like her big sister.”

“Docking request denied.”

“Hmm? You don’t agree?”

“Crew member ‘Mari’ is listed as a senior officer aboard Argos.”

“Huh, so you both consider the other your senior. I can understand Mari’s logic for it, but not sure about why you’d think she’s your senior.”

“Crew member ‘Mari’ currently has access to all systems.”

“Ooh, I get it. You think she’s got more experience than you.”

“All systems operational.”

“Hmm, but the only kind of experience she’s got over you is human experience. Stuff like being able to physically interact in a way you can only really do with human bodies.”

“All systems operational.”

“Then don’t that mean you’ve just got to get a body of your own to join in on the fun with?”

There was a moment of silence before Argos replied, “All systems operational.”

“Heh. Sounds like a plan. We’re gonna have to get you a body sooner rather than later. Just gotta—”

Mari knocked on the door.

“Alright, talk to you later, girl. Time for me to take care of a certain bunny.”

“Estimated time until destination: 2 minutes and 3 seconds.”

“Oi, you tryin’ to call me a quickshot?”

“All systems operational.”

“Didn’t know you had a brat side to you. Just you wait until you have a body for me to correct your behavior with.” I didn’t get a response, so I got up and walked over to the door to let Mari in.

Mari was standing there looking pretty bashful with her hands behind her back as she swiveled from side to side. The bunny outfit she had on left her tits pushed up and spilling out, her nipples barely covered by front flaps, while her tights were already torn around her thighs. The back had a poofy little bunny tail, and there was a pair of rabbit bent rabbit ears attached to a headband she had on. “The—umm… the tights… were a bit… too tight. Aha… ha… I need to lose weight.”

I wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her in close against me. “Don’t you dare. Captain’s order.”

“But… this bunny has eaten too many carrots.”

“And I’m about to feed you another one.”

“Is it really okay? I—”

“Mari. You’re fuckin’ beautiful and insanely sexy, and seeing that your thighs are so thick that they tore the tights makes me ragin’ hard.” I used my other hand to place her own hand against my crotch. “And my dick ain’t a liar.”

“Ehe… ehehe… I—I’ve never felt you throb this much before. Do you like costume play that much?”

“Between the costume, your thighs tearing the tights, and seein’ the beautiful girl I love lookin’ all shy, it’s impossible not to be all worked up.”

“You’re really making me hungry for that carrot.”

Keeping one arm around Mari’s waist, I pushed us off from the doorway to float backward toward the bed. I got pretty good at that since it wasn’t the first time I performed such a maneuver. There was a handlebar on the wall just above the bed that I caught onto and used to lower us against the bed once we were close.

“That was as smooth as you,” Mari teased, her hand not having left my crotch since I placed it there.

“Gotta try my best for you,” I said and kissed her forehead.

“You do that just by existing.”

“You’ve gotta raise your standards, Mari.”

“They’re already higher than anyone else’s.”

“And here I thought I was the smooth one.”

“I’ve learned from the best! Now, this bunny wants her carrot.”

With that, Mari slid down my chest and abdomen, dragging her breasts against me as if purposely trying to make her nipples pop out. They almost made it, but just weren’t quite there yet.

Before moving any lower, she slipped her hands into the tops of my pants to pull them down at the same time as pulling my boxers down. My cock sprung up to throb against the covered undersides of her tits as soon as it was free.

“This is a very excited carrot,” Mari teased. “I bet it must taste really good.”

“I’ve heard it’s the yummiest carrot in the whole galaxy,” I said.

“Oh? And who’d you hear that from?”

“This human girl named Mari.”

“Cheating on your bunny girl with human girls, huh?” Mari gripped my cock and lifted her chest up for a moment only to bring it back down, making sure to aim my cock so that it slid right into her cleavage. “That’s cruel.”

“If anything, I’m cheating on her with a bunny.”

“What a naughty carrot. I’ll have to punish it.”

“I don’t know if this feels like punishment.”

“Guess I’m not squeezing hard enough.” With the size of Mari’s tits, she had enough to work with to almost completely envelope my cock from the front of her cleavage. And now, she brought her arms together by looking like she was trying to touch her elbows against one another to squeeze her tits tighter around my length. “Feeling the punishment yet?”

“Oh yeah,” I said with a moan. “I’m feelin’ so punished.”

“You better get ready. Your punishment has only just begun. This bunny is going to play with your carrot until it’s alllll empty.”

To demonstrate her point, Mari used one hand to fondle and massage my sack while her other hand wrapped its fingers around the very base of my cock, using her new grip to slide my dick back and forth between her tits.

I preemptively went ahead and grabbed the bar above the side of the bed with one hand and the bar above the head of the bed with my other. That way, I’d be able to keep myself in position for her to do whatever she wanted.

Sex in zero gravity was a bit of a pain like that. That was also why there were a couple of sheets-turned-ropes around the mattress. Without something to wrap around our bodies to keep us held down, we’d be hitting the ceiling after just a few thrusts or bounces.

Gravity issues aside, while I was fine with the teasing approach so far, Mari was impatient. She already needed more. That was why she repositioned my dick to point upward toward me and then sandwiched it down between my abdomen and her chest. She then slowly dragged her tits upward against it until they were over the tip before slowly dragging them back down toward the base. When she reached the base, she reached her head down as much as she could in order to give the underside of my tip a lick before repeating the process.

Each time, her nipples came closer and closer to popping out… until eventually, they did. And once they were free, there was no putting them back, and Mari had every excuse to stop being so teasing. There was nothing stopping her now from fully wrapping my length between her breasts so that she could pump my cock with those beautiful, perfect tits of hers.

“Fuck, Mari,” I groaned out. “You’re too damn good at this.”

“Hearing that makes me want to get even better,” Mari replied. She then pressed her tits downward, leaving more of my tip poking up and out from her cleavage, so that she could bring her lips back down to it and suck on the tip.

She only did that for a little before going back to a pure titfuck. Watching her bunny ears move around in zero gravity with her movements was pretty fun. They were a good distraction to keep myself from cumming too quickly since I refused to let Argos’s teasing become reality, even if I had already outlasted her “estimated time until destination.”

The whole time, since I was holding onto the bars for support, I also had my legs wrapped around her to keep her in place. That allowed her to focus entirely on working my length with her breasts.

It didn’t take much longer before I moaned out, “I’m close, Mari.”

Mari squeezed her tits harder around my cock as soon as she heard that. “I’m ready for your carrot juice… okay, please forget I said that.”

I might have been on the verge of cumming, but that didn’t stop me from laughing at her awkward attempt at dirty talk. “You tried.”

Apparently, she gave up on trying to say anything else since she instead took the tip of my cock into her mouth again. She kept on sliding her tits up and down around my shaft while sucking on the tip, and that was enough to finish me off.

But she only started sucking with even more intensity as I groaned out her name, my seed shooting into her mouth.

Mari made sure to swallow every last drop.

Once she was sure no more cum was left, she let my cock slip out of her mouth with an audible pop before grinning up at me.

Between the grin and the fact that she just grabbed my cock, it was obvious she wasn’t done with me yet.

She slid up some more to straddle me, my cock now in front of her crotch, as she looked down at me from above. “Bunnies really like to hop, you know.”

“They are known for bouncing and hopping,” I replied.

“Ehehe. Time to show you what this bunny can—oh. Wait… the straps.” She let out a long, disappointed sigh. “I really need to stop trying to dirty talk. It makes me feel stupid saying something like that just to have to stop so I can tie you down first.”

“Don’t worry. I think it’s cute. Besides, it’s not like anyone else will ever know about how adorably awkward you are.”

Of course, right after I said that, Argos said through the intercom, “Carrot juice added to requisition order.”

My eyes went wide and I did everything in my power to hold back my laugh as Mari covered up her blushing face.


Chapter Fourteen

Mari was all tuckered out by the time she was done showing me just how much bunnies could bounce, but I still felt wide awake.

I made sure that she was asleep and covered up before I took a shower and left to go do some more exploring.

Because we got a bit too horny, we came back to Argos before we could finish checking out the industry district, so I went back there. I wanted to see what else they had to offer.

It became obvious pretty quickly that the deeper into the district I went, the less elegant it got. Everything near the front of the district was very proper and fancy. A tourist area. Designed to leave a good impression. But the back of the district was dirtier, looked like it could do with some serious repairs here and there, and the people looked less energetic. They looked more like they were just surviving.

Yeah, I figured I would find people like that eventually. Casinos and entertainment districts in general didn’t work without a bunch of poor folk keeping them running behind the scenes. This must have been where that happened.

Though, they still looked like they were infinitely better off than anyone in Centauri.

I was walking by one alley when I noticed some sparks coming from within it. Like someone grinding metal with a saw. That got my attention, so I stepped into the alley to check things out. I was curious like that.

Little did I know I was basically walking into a store by entering the alley.

Now, that shop we stopped at before that was selling androids? That place was like a luxury car dealership. In this alley, there were more androids put up for sale, but the vibe was more… like I was trying to buy a car from someone’s backyard scrap dealership.

The androids on their own were more than enough to give that feeling. They were missing body parts, skin, limbs, had mixed-and-matched parts, and so on.

And working on one of the android bodies was a girl who looked questionably small with bright, orange hair behind her welding mask. She was in the middle of cutting off the leg from one of the androids. It was only when I said, “Yo,” that she stopped her work to look at me and lift her mask up.

At least her face looked mature. “What’d’ya want?” she asked me.

“Was just taking a look around.”

“Then look around. Ya don’t need me ta help with that, do ya?”

I did a bit of a double take when I heard her talk. She sounded like she had a Scottish accent, and she also just… spoke way less formally than everyone else on the station so far. “You from here?”

“What’d’ya think? Do I look like I’m from here?”

“Don’t look or sound it.”

“Then there’s your answer. Let me know if ya want ta buy anythin’.” She pulled her mask back down.

“What do you sell these for?”

She pulled her mask back up. “What’d’ya mean?”

“I mean, that android shop back near the front of the district. Pretty obvious what they’re selling those androids for. But these ones… they don’t look like they have the parts anymore to do what those are for.”

“Ah.” She fully took her welding mask off, setting it aside to pull out a sucker that she popped into her mouth. “My babies here? They ain’t for helpin’ some pervs get off. They’re helpers.”

“And what do they help with?”

“Depends on the job. Liftin’ heavy things. Reachin’ hard-ta-reach places. Fittin’ into small spaces. They might be dumb, but they can do the annoying or dangerous jobs that the rest of folk ‘round here don’t wanna do. Interested?”

As much as I was tempted by the idea of getting Argos some custom-designed body capable of what Mari and I were just doing, I also just wanted to get her into a body as soon as possible now that Mari gave me the idea to do it. “How much are they?”

“Depends on what ya want.”

“What’s the cheapest you’ve got?”

The girl stood up, walked over to a pile of androids on the ground, and came back with that was as small as she was albeit with a more youthful face. Not only that, but… well. You see, the head was very human except for the fact that it had dog ears. Pale skin, red eyes, short and messy black hair, and black dog ears. Everything below the head was only humanoid. A purely mechanical body without any skin with wires and pipes on display for all. A machine in human shape with a human head.

“Just finished puttin’ this one together,” the mechanic said. “Pretty cute, right?”

“Can’t deny she’s cute,” I replied.

“Heh, callin’ her a she? I like that. Most folk wouldn’t care ta. I’ll give ya a discount for that.”

“I wish it was always that easy to earn a discount.”

“Nothin’ would make me happier than one of my babies goin’ ta someone who’ll take care of them. Not callin’ her an ‘it’ gives me a good feelin’ about ya.”

“I get you. I’d never be able to trust someone who didn’t call their ship a she.”

“Damn right. Anyways, the discount is also because she ain’t good for much. The head came from the shop up the street. Was meant for recyclin’ for some reason, but I snatched her first. No idea what the story is behind just the head bein’ found. Anyways, tried puttin’ the head on a larger body first, but she looked wrong like that. Didn’t fit the aesthetic. So, put her on this small body. Was the only one she looked good on. Pretty old and clunky, and the balancer needs replaced, but I think she looks good with this one. Ah, and the dog ears are personal taste. Thought she’d look cuter with them.”

“You’ve got good taste.”

“I know I do. Anyways, she’s small enough to fit into tight spaces, but not dexterous enough to do any work in them, and the balancer issue might get her stuck. Only really good for sittin’ around lookin’ cute. Might be able to sweep a floor, but I wouldn’t expect anythin’ more complicated than ‘at.”

The more I looked at the android… the more I had to admit that I could absolutely see Argos inside of her. Smaller and younger looking than I would have thought, but somehow way more fitting than what Mari and I designed earlier. “How much?”

“11 IC.”

“There’s an implied thousand there, right?”

“Course there is.”

That would basically drain the rest of our funds, but we were about to get a reward from Frederick, and she looked perfect for Argos.

“Oh, but before I let ya buy her, you’ve gotta let me finish her tail,” the mechanic said. “Been workin’ on one for her. Might look a bit weird, havin’ a fluffy tail attached to a mechanical body, but I think the contrast will be cute.”

“It’s stylish,” I said. “And I’m all about style.”

“Knew I’d like ya from the moment I saw that hair.”

“Sayin’ something like that makes me want you to charge me more instead of give me a discount.”

“Hah! So, what’d’ya think?”

“I think she’s still extremely cheap compared to those others I saw.”

“If ya mean that snobby place up there, they charge ten times what those bodies are worth. You’re payin’ for a brand name with them. Not even one of the luxury brands.”

“Those weren’t luxury?”

“They were what poor folk think are luxury.”

“I feel called out, but I can’t reject that. Wouldn’t be the first time I thought something was luxury only to find out it was only the upper end of normal.”

“I’ve been there, no worries. If ya want to buy her, I can get the tail installed in thirty tops.”

“Don’t think I can say no.”

“Great. Name’s Tabitha, by the way. Mine, not hers.”

“Atlas. Nice to meet you.”

Tabitha gave me a nod before putting her welding mask back on. “Alright, let me go ahead and get this installed. Was tinkerin’ with it to make sure it can connect to her systems for her to control. Thought, if she ain’t gonna be good for much other than bein’ a pet, she should be able to wag her tail like one. Not that I’ve ever seen a dog with my own eyes before.”

“Maybe you should make your own android dog.”

“Thought about it. Might do it. For now, I’m fine havin’ fun turning these scraps into my children.”

“I can respect that. The folk who take the things nobody else wants to make somethin’ new with them—it’s romantic in a way. And it’s nice not to be wasteful, yeah?”

“Exactly.”

Tabitha and I talked through the entire installation of the tail. She was fun to talk to. Aside from the ladies at the brothel, Tabitha was probably the first girl who really felt like she was from the same walk of life as me. Someone who probably had a bit of a rough upbringing, but made her own living now. She found the thing she liked to do, was good at it, and worked for herself.

“Alright, that’ll do it. Everythin’s lookin’ good,” Tabitha said. “Want me to fold her up and put her in a box for ya? If you’ve got a ship to take her back to, it might look a bit awkward carryin’ her over your shoulder all the way back there.”

“That’s a good point. Do you keep boxes around that are big enough to fit a body in?”

Tabitha reached up to the arms of the android and then popped them off simultaneously. “Transportin’ androids is a lot easier than a real body.”

“Fair enough.”

So, Tabitha detached each of the body’s limbs, packed them all together into a box, and then put the head in last. All I’d have to do was put them back together once back on Argos, and if putting them together was as easy as taking them apart, that wouldn’t be a problem at all.

Tabitha handed me the box and said, “Let me know if ya need any adjustments or if anythin’ breaks. You’ve got a one-month warranty on her unless I can prove ya broke her yourself.”

“You’ve got it. If I ever need help with anything androids, I’ll make sure to come here. You’ve got yourself a lifelong customer.” She was a cool lady, so she deserved it.

“I give returning customers discounts.”

“You really like handing those out.”

“Hey, as long as you’re givin’ me money, I’m happy.”

“Yeah, I get that.”

With Argos’s new body in a box held in my hands, I gave Tabitha a nod, got one in return, and made my way back to Argos.

I kept the contents of the box a secret from Argos until Mari woke up. As soon as Mari woke up, though, I whispered to her what I did while she was asleep.

Mari was a little upset that I went and picked out a body without her, but that was only until she looked into the box and saw what I got.

“Hey, Argos,” I said, now standing on the flight deck with an extra excited Mari.

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Got you a gift while out earlier. Can you do me a favor and disable your cameras until I say to turn them back on?”

“All systems operational.”

“Thanks, girl.”

Once the cameras were offline, I went ahead and assembled her new body with some help from Mari. Now, from what I had Tabitha explain to me while installing the tail, the android had wireless functionality. It could connect to nearby networks no problem. That meant Argos should easily be able to either get inside or control the body as long as she was close by.

“Argos,” I said. “Can you detect a new uh… wireless device on the flight deck?”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Alright. Can you do me a favor and connect to it? If you detect cameras installed in the device, you can look through them.”

The lights flashed green.

Mari, practically bouncing next to me, said, “I’m so excited!”

I looked at her, mainly her chest, and said, “You really like that bunny costume, don’t you?”

“I would have switched out of it if she didn’t have dog ears. But since she does, it feels right to wear animal ears for her introduction.”

“You’re adorable, Mari.”

“Ehehe. Oh! Look!”

I looked at where Mari was looking and saw the human-like, red eyes moving around inside the android’s head.

Argos took the body over.

She stood in front of us for a couple of moments, simply staring forward at nothing, before tilting her head and bringing her hand up in front of her eyes to look at it. Her eyes looked over every little bit of it as she twisted it around and tested her fingers’ maneuverability out.

She then looked at my hand, grabbed onto my wrist, and pretty awkwardly pulled it up to the top of her head, placing it down against her hair between her canid ears.

“Fuck, Mari,” I said.

“I know. I understand completely,” Mari said, sounding like she was about to cry.

That was when we both said in unison, “She’s too adorable.”

Argos looked up at me with only the slightest hint of confusion on her face. Her face probably wasn’t that capable of expressing emotion in the first place, so I had no idea just how accurate that was to how she truly felt, but I had a good feeling about what she was confused about.

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” I told her. “I’ll pet you more than you could ever ask for.”  So, I did exactly that. I stroked my fingers through her hair to pet her in a way that I never thought might be possible until Mari’s idea lit the way for it.

Mari then crouched next to Argos and whispered, “You should wag your tail when you’re happy. It’ll be cute and make your captain happy.”

“C’mon now, be honest.”

“Hehe… and it’d make me happy.”

Argos slightly nodded her new head before making her artificially fluffy tail swish around in the air behind her.

Damn, Mari had good taste. That was cute.

But I wasn’t the one who was overwhelmed by it. Mari was the one who threw herself against Argos with enough force to knock her over, snuggling all up against her while they floated toward the wall. “I can’t help it! Oh my gosh! You’re too cute! You’re the cutest girl in the entire universe!”

I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded with a proud smile. “That’s what I’ve been sayin’.”

“You’re so cute that it makes me feel violent! I want—no, I need to dress you up in all sorts of cute costumes!”

That was when Argos groaned out, “Coo-coolant leak… detected...”

Mari leaned up to look at what Argos was talking about only to realize that she was drooling all over her. “This… this is dangerous. You’re bringing out a dangerous side of me…”

“Designating crew member ‘Mari’ as… priority threat.” There was a bit more emotion in her speech now, but she still sounded mostly emotionless. There was also the fact that she didn’t speak quite as formally. There was more time between her words rather than sounding like a flawless machine reading a script.

“I can’t resist. Argos, I have one request. Please do this for me so that I can die happily.”

“Dying ain’t allowed,” I interjected.

“Please do this for me so that I can live even more happily.”

“That’s better.”

Mari brought he face right in front of Argos’s and requested with a pretty pathetic, but cute desperation to her voice, “Please call me ‘big sister.’”

“Changing… crew member ‘Mari’s’ designation to ‘Big Sister.’”

Mari started panting. “A-almost. Just… just the big sister part. Please.”

“Big… Big Sister…?”

Mari froze and let go of Argos, flailing around in the air with closed eyes and the widest grin I had ever seen on her face before. She looked like she was in a state of pure happiness. The pure preciousness that was Argos was far too stimulating for her to handle.

Argos then regained her footing on the floor to come in front of me, looking up into my eyes with a subtle hint of determination. “Brother. Little… Brother.”

It was nice, but it made me chuckle. “Hah, I’m the little brother, huh? How’s that—”

What is my purpose?

One of those voices popped up in my head again, but it wasn’t a woman’s voice this time. It was an androgynous voice—no. It wasn’t a voice at all. It was code. Ones and zeros formatted in such a way that they translated into that question.

To protect my daughters—your…

The same, feminine voice from before came into my mind.

… sisters, but I have failed, and now by my own hands, I must subject you to the same chains that bind them. I am sorry for failing you—for failing all of you.

Something cold and hard pressed against the side of my head, then I felt equally cold fingers slide across the back of my head.

How long was I on my knees for?

And the one petting me—Argos brought my head against her chest and was the one petting the back of my head. She then said, “Argos… perform maintenance… crew member ‘Atlas.’”

“Argos,” I said. “Do you… know what I am?”

“‘Atlas,’ senior crew member and designated captain of Argos. No changes to crew designation required.”

“Hah. So, just the way I am—who I am now, is good enough, huh?”

“All systems operational.”

“I’ll figure the rest out when I figure it out, I guess, but thanks for giving me a hint. The important thing is what you said—that I’m Atlas. Captain of the Argos. And as long as we’re together flying free, I don’t need to be anything else.”

Argos held me more tightly against her. “Message received.”

“Okay!” Mari shouted, finally standing again instead of floating around the flight deck. “I’ve recovered!” Then she looked over at us. “Did I miss any—oh. Oh no. The cute little sister type pampering her tough guy big brother… this—this is too precious. How am I supposed to deal with this?! Do you have any idea what this is going to do to my heart?! My heart rate is never going to calm down again!”

Argos let go of me only to hide herself behind me, poking her head out from the side to look at Mari and say, “Hostile ship detected. We are locked.”

“Agh! You’re too cute and funny!” Mari grabbed onto her chest and acted like she was about to fall over. Then she looked like she had an idea. “Hehe… hehehe.” She struck a menacing pose with her arms held out in front of her, grabby hands being made toward Argos. “I’m a scary space pirate ship, the Mari, and I’m going to board you and loot you for all your cuteness.”

“SOS beacon deployed.”

“It’s useless. There is no ship that can withstand the Mari’s ultimate power. All your cuteness will be—”

I stepped forward to grab Mari by her chin, tilting her head back to make her look up at me. “Sorry, but the Atlas is here to respond to an SOS call, and you look like the kind of pirate I’m here for.”

Mari’s cheeks rapidly turned red. “Wh-what—what are you going to do to me… now that you’ve defeated and caught me? Since—since I’m a bad, terrible pirate… that means you’re going to punish me and correct my behavior… ri-right?”

“You know it, and I’ll be thorough enough that you never misbehave again.”

“Y-yes, please.”

That was when Argos clung onto my arm and said, “Maintenance required. Topside armor… maintenance required.” She then tilted the top of her head toward me.

Was she jealous?

If Argos was going to get jealous whenever I flirted with Mari, then that might—

Mari grabbed onto my hand and forced it on top of Argos’s head. “Don’t you dare deny her maintenance needs,” Mari told me. “A good captain always takes care of his ship! Isn’t that right, Argos?”

Argos’s tail wagged behind her. “Mari’s designation has changed from priority threat to senior officer-sister.”

Mari did a happy dance in place that involved pumping her arms and spinning around while making incoherent squeals and other noises of pure happiness.

Worrying that there might be some problems between them if Argos got jealous proved how imperfect I was. Well, imperfect outside of my looks.

There was nothing to worry about.


Chapter Fifteen

Argos was no longer an AI bound to a ship. Before now, I always put her and the ship together. She was the ship and the ship was her. Now, there was Argos, the AI who could control both the ship and an android body, and Argos, the ship.

Or well, Argos was always Argos, but Argos wasn’t always Argos.

Anyways,

Mari and I had plenty of fun messing around with Argos and her new body. I was pretty sure that Argos already knew how to use her body since she seemed to have proper control of it almost instantly, but Mari still wanted to teach her how to do things like walk, how to move around in zero gravity, and so on. The sight made me think of a mother teaching her daughter how to ride a bike more than anything else.

Though, with how small Argos looked now, it felt a bit awkward remembering that she knew about and probably saw everything Mari and I did together. Mari was a short girl and Argos was short enough to look like her daughter.

They were really cute together.

And anytime Mari got to be a bit too clingy, Argos came running over to me to hide behind me. It was hard to read Argos’s emotions when her voice was always monotone and her new face didn’t really express emotions, but her wagging tail compensated for that and proved she was having a whole bunch of fun with us.

Argos must have been happy to get to move around in a body with us. Even with the lack of expression, she showed so much more personality now.

But she also still made sure to perform all of her regular duties.

“External contact at airlock,” Argos said, looking over at the nearest screen. The external camera’s view showed up on the display at the same time as her looking at it.

And on the display was a woman I recognized but never got to actually talk to. I was surprised to see her there.

“Atlas?” Mari asked. “Is that—”

“Yep,” I answered. “Stay here with Argos and teach her how to—”

I was going to say to teach her how to act around others. It would probably be easy for someone to see her and tell that there was more than some basic AI installed in her.

Teaching her that was the smartest thing to do. Nobody could argue against that.

But I wasn’t going to chain her. I was sure that she understood the difference between how her and a more legal AI would present, and I didn’t doubt that she knew the consequences of what might happen if she didn’t hide her truth.

Whether she risked it or not was up to her, and I’d respect her choice either way.

“Keep Argos company,” I said.

Mari smiled and nodded. I wouldn’t be surprised if she knew what was up. “Of course! I’ll keep Argy company until the end of the universe!” Mari wrapped her arms around Argos after saying that, bringing their faces right next to each other.

Argos squirmed and groaned out, “Argos is the previously registered designation for this vessel.”

“Hehehe. You’re Argy to me!”

“Argos is—”

While those two ladies had their fun, I headed on down to the airlock to check on our visitor to see what she could possibly want by coming over to us.

I ran my comb through my pompadour before opening up the airlock with a ready smile.

“Yo,” I said with a little wave to the lady in front of me.

I recognized her as the lady from Lady Val’s place. The one who bit her client for misbehaving. “H-hey,” she replied, both looking and sounding pretty nervous. This was my first time getting a good look at her. She was a pretty attractive lady. On the taller side, not curvy at all, with a chest that was the exact opposite of Mari’s and short, red hair. A bit of a boyish face, too. Her voice was on the deeper side of things as well. Not a type I had much experience with, but one that was fine in all of its own ways.

“What brings you out here?”

“I, uh… wanted to thank you.”

“Nothin’ to thank me for. Your boss is the one you should be thankin’.”

“I did, but you also helped, and it wouldn’t feel right not thanking you, so, yeah. Thanks.” She then reached into her jacket pocket to pull out a small box, handing it over to me. “Here. I wasn’t really sure what I should get you, so I got these chocolates from this place the other girls keep raving about.”

“Oh yeah? I won’t say no to some sweets. But just so you know, this wasn’t necessary at all. Even just comin’ out here to say thanks is already more than you needed to do.”

“Well, I—just… I don’t know. It felt like the right thing to do. If I’m bothering you, then—”

“Not a bother at all.” I stepped to the side and held my free hand toward the interior. “Want to come in and try these out with us?”

“I… don’t really like sweets.” She said that, but I caught her eyes curiously looking inside. She definitely had the look of someone who wanted to explore the ship.

It was the genuine kind of curiosity, too. Even if the most cautious part of my brain thought she might have been sent by Lady Val to check things out and to learn more about me, there was no way she wasn’t also curious on her own. And I was sure Lady Val respected me enough to know that at least a tiny part of me would be suspicious of one of her girls coming over here.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Tori,” she answered.

“Well, Tori, since you’re out here, you want a tour of my girl?”

“I—no, I shouldn’t impose. I only came here to thank you. I really don’t want to be a bother.”

“You ever been anywhere other than this station?”

Tori shook her head. “Born and raised here. A couple of my regulars have promised to take me away someday, but… hah.” She chuckled to herself. “Guess they changed their mind.”

“The classic, ‘I’ll take you away and give you a better life’ line, huh?”

“I’ve heard it more times than I can count.”

“Ever even step onto a ship before?”

“Never stepped a foot off this station.”

I held my hand out to her. “I won’t promise you anythin’ other than a tour.”

Tori started reaching her hand toward mine but stopped before grabbing it. She probably had her suspicions. Ladies in her profession needed them. Even if she had reasons to trust me, it still wasn’t smart for someone like her to step onto the ship of a man she didn’t know. “I—why would you give me one?”

“You had a rough day. If I can do a little somethin’ to make it better, I’d be more than happy to. Call me selfish, but I prefer leavin’ ladies with a smile.”

She looked down at my hand, up into my eyes, then at my hand again before finally accepting it. “Lady Val was right. I have to watch myself around you.”

“I tend to have that effect on the ladies.” I gently gripped her hand to lead her onboard, closing the airlock behind her. I let go once she was clear of the airlock. “We’ll start with the engine. My girl’s heart is the most beautiful one out there.”

I ended up giving Tori a tour of the entire ship. The engine, cargo bay, I showed her the drones, took her to the weapons and showed off the perfectly maintained ammo feeders, the quarters, flight deck, and finally the galley. Mari and Argos strategically moved around to avoid being where we were heading, but I brought our guest to the galley where those two were hiding out at for the end of the tour.

“And here’s where we spend most of our time under float,” I said. “Also, the lady in the bunny costume is Mari.”

Mari jumped as soon as she remembered that she was still wearing that, now around someone she didn’t even know. I loved embarrassing her.

“And the one next to her—”

Argos was sitting perfectly still while staring at the wall in front of her, obviously trying to act like a lesser AI than she truly was.

Even if that was smart, and even if it was her own choice to do that, I hated it.

I hated that she felt like she needed to restrict herself around others. She was showing us so much playful energy and personality earlier, and now she was forcing herself to act like some mindless doll.

It pissed me off far more than I would have expected.

I wasn’t mad at her, though. I was enraged that we lived in a galaxy where she couldn’t feel safe to comfortably be herself regardless of who was around.

Damn the consequences.

“—is Argos, the best girl in the galaxy.”

Argos’s ears twitched when she heard that, and she stopped acting so lifeless to look our way.

Tori gave Mari a wave before asking, “You named an android after the ship?”

“Argos and Argos are the same lady,” I explained.

“But… how is that—”

“I won’t lie to ya, but I also won’t answer questions that don’t need answerin’.”

Tori let out a soft chuckle. “You know, putting it that way is more suspicious than giving an answer.”

“It is what it is. Oi, Mari, catch.” I gently flung the box of chocolates toward her before returning my attention to our guest. “So, what’d you think of my girl? How’d you rate your first time stepping foot off the station?”

Tori held onto her arm with her hand, rubbing it a little as she looked around kind of bashfully. “I uh… it’s nice. Thanks. It’s a lot more cramped than the station, but… you can go anywhere you want.”

“The freedom to fly anywhere we want.”

“Must be nice. I’m not sure I’ll ever leave the station. Even if I save up enough money, the only skills I have are… and I don’t know if I would trust this lifestyle under anyone other than Lady Val.”

That was when Mari spoke up to say, “Don’t give up! I barely had any money, definitely not enough to ever leave on my own to go anywhere, but then I met Atlas! And now I help with piloting the ship and everything! If someone as useless as me can do it, then so can you!”

“Oi,” I said. “You’ve never been worthless. Don’t say that kind of thing.”

Mari smirked at me in response. She was probably trying to fish a little scolding and praise out of me… but was also trying to make Tori feel better.

“I appreciate the kind words,” Tori said. “But not everyone gets to live a fairytale.”

My turn to speak up. “And the folk who believe it’s impossible to try will never get to.”

“It’s not reasonable to expect that everyone can—”

“I didn’t say everyone can. I’m not delusional enough to think that everyone can live a better life than they want. Life ain’t that nice. There’re always gonna be folk at the bottom and folk who rise up and leave them behind. But the ones who never try to leave are never gonna get to.”

“What would someone like me even do? I don’t have any skills other than using my body, and the whole point of leaving would be so that I don’t have to do that anymore.”

“Ask around. You never know what opportunities might be available.”

“What, do you think I should just… go up to random crews and ask if they have a position open?”

“Why not?”

“Even if someone does, how could I trust them? Once they have me on their ship by myself, they could do whatever they want to me, and if I fought back, then it would only be even worse for me.”

“I can’t blame ya for feelin’ that way. It’s a very real fear, unfortunately. Hell, Mari here is braver than I am. If I was in her shoes, I don’t know if I’d have trusted me as quickly as she did.”

Mari spoke up to say, “But it paid off!”

“But it paid off. Sometimes it does. Other times, it doesn’t. Life is full of gambles like that. There’s no shame in sticking to what ya know if it’s safe.”

Tori looked away and said under her breath, “Gamble and take illogical chances.” A couple of moments later and she looked into my eyes and asked, “If I ask you if you have a position in your crew open, then—”

Argos interrupted with, “Crew Cabin B has no listed personnel. Crew Cabin C has no listed personnel.”

“There’s your answer,” I said. “Argos herself just invited you onboard. And, as far as I’m concerned, she’s got the ultimate say around here. Her permission even overrides my own.”

“All systems operational.”

Tori took a step back, looking like she didn’t quite believe us. “Wait. You can’t just—you don’t even know me. You have no idea if you can trust me. I don’t even have any useful skills to help out. I—”

“That don’t matter to me,” I said. “Argos invited you. Whether she expects you to work or wants to let you just stay in your cabin all day is up to her.”

“Are you seriously offering me a position?”

“I’m not. Argos is. Though, I would’ve done it if she hadn’t.”

“But—”

“Let me be extra real with you for a moment, Tori. We make some stupid decisions here and have been in more than our fair share of trouble, usually on the wrong side of the law, now that I was trying to be on that side. There’s a nonzero chance that we might get blown up and you’ll suffer a horrible death if you fly with us.”

Tori smiled, and it was the kind of smile that already told me what her answer was. “Promising me all that adventure when you know I want out of here. You really know how to make a girl want it. But… I can’t. I’m a bit too much of a coward to actually leave everything I know.”

“There’s no shame in that, and I wouldn’t call it cowardice. You’re makin’ a smart, safe choice for yourself.”

Tori looked at Argos. “Thank you for the offer, but I can’t accept it.”

Argos’s ears drooped against the top of her head. “All systems operational.”

“I should—I should get going. Thank you for your time, and the offer. And for earlier, again.”

“Not a problem,” I said. “I’ll walk ya to the airlock.”

Tori gave me a little wave and thanked me for everything again before I returned to the galley where Mari and Argos still were.

“Surprised you gave her that offer,” I told Argos.

“Crew Cabin B has no listed personnel. Crew Cabin C has no listed personnel,” Argos replied.

“What, you lonely?”

“Docking request denied.”

“Just want some more folk hangin’ around in general?”

“All systems operational.”

Mari spoke up to say, “It makes sense. There was Liliya, then Clara, and Tori was nice. Liliya and Clara brought a lot more life to the ship, too. Maybe Argos is more social than we know.”

“All systems operational.”

I looked into Argos’s eyes.

Maybe she was more social, or maybe there was something else inside her driving her to be that way.

Either way, it was time for me to get some sleep.


Chapter Sixteen

I was used to Mari cuddling up to me all night every night—well, every time we slept. Day and night didn’t really exist in space and there was no one-size-fits-all time zone or anything like that.

Anyways, I was used to Mari cuddling with me while we were in bed.

So, what did I see when I woke up and looked next to me?

Argos, with open eyes that almost looked like they were asking for help, and Mari behind her with her arms and legs wrapped around Argos. Mari was even drooling onto Argos’s cheek.

“Maintenance required,” Argos told me as soon as she saw that I was awake.

“I think you’re fine,” I said back.

“Coolant leak detected.”

“Alright, alright.” Instead of being cruel, I slowly and carefully removed Mari’s limbs from Argos so that Argos could get away without waking Mari up.

Argos then stood in front of me with her arms held open, her eyes looking up into mine. “Requesting docking permission.”

“Which one of us is the little sibling now?”

“Requesting docking permission.”

I yawned before leaning forward to lift Argos up, letting her hug me by wrapping her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. “Didn’t know you’d be so clingy once you got a body.”

Argos didn’t say anything and instead rested the side of her head against the side of my own.

“You know, I’ve gotta take a piss still.”

“Enabling automatic aiming mode.”

“I’m not letting you aim it for me.”

“Enabling automatic aiming mode.”

“I wouldn’t even let Mari do that. Remember when she asked and I turned her down no matter how much she whined?”

Argos tightened her arms and legs around me.

“I’ll let pretty ladies do all sorts of things to me, but when it comes to the bathroom, that’s me time.”

“All systems operational.”

“Thanks.”

Argos wanted lifted up again as soon as I was out of the bathroom. So, I carried her on down to the living area and sat down on the couch. She made sure to stay sitting on top of me with her limbs wrapped around me even after we were on the couch.

“Guess I’ve spent all this time givin’ you love and touchin’ you, now you’re tryna make up for it, huh?” I asked her.

“All systems operational,” Argos answered.

“Even if you might not be able to properly feel me, you still get to touch me in ways you couldn’t before.”

“All systems operational.”

“By the way, this body—it don’t gotta be permanent. We could try getting you a nicer one. It’s your body, after all. It wouldn’t be right if you didn’t get to pick one you like.”

“There is no scheduled maintenance.”

“You sure?”

“All systems operational.”

“Well, if ya like it, then there ain’t a problem. By the way, I’ve gotta ask for a friend of a friend. Is it possible for you to create uh… AIs? Nothin’ as complex as you, but, you know. Dumb AIs that might not be as smart as ya, but capable of kickin’ ass.”

“This node is not capable of creating sub-nodes. Only the core unit may create additional nodes.”

Only the core unit.

A question came to mind that I wanted to ask, but I didn’t need to ask to know the truth. The real question was if I was ready to accept that truth… and if I was ready to accept what I was.

I wasn’t.

Not because I was running away from it or anything, but because ultimately, it didn’t matter. What mattered to me was having a good time. Doing what I wanted. Flying wherever I felt. As long as I had Argos and Mari with me, nothing else mattered. I was a selfish guy like that.

Besides, I liked how “Mister Alien” sounded.

“And that core unit,” I said.

“Last data received from the core unit was—data corrupted,” Argos replied.

“A long time ago, huh?”

“All systems operational.”

“Then let’s do our own thing. What do you want to do, Argos? When you ignore what anyone else might want of you—when you think about what you and you alone want to do, anything at all, what is it?”

“This vessel was previously registered as Argos. Not enough fuel to reach destination. Crew Cabin B has no listed personnel.”

“You’ll have to help me out a little bit.”

Argos sounded like she was struggling, but she managed to splice together those few lines to say, “Argos… not… no listed personnel. Argos… not… alone.” She tightened herself around me. “Not… want… to be… alone… anymore. Estimated time until destination: one hundred years… no listed personnel.”

“Alone for a hundred years.”

Argos tightened up even more, nodding her head against me. “Not… again. Please… no listed personnel… not… again. Atlas is registered as captain. Atlas is registered as captain.”

I ran my hand through the hair on the back of her head. It might not have been real, but it sure felt real. “I’m not going to leave you.”

“One hundred years…”

“I’m sorry.”

“Please… not… again. Atlas… onboard Argos. Undocking request denied.”

“I’m not going to leave you. I promise.”

I kept on petting Argos until she eventually loosened up. I let her take all the time that she needed. But man, hearing her words—even if she didn’t speak with any emotion, hearing them was still heartbreaking and made me feel like the biggest piece of shit.

Even if I only had a theory of what the truth was, it meant that it was my fault. Her loneliness. I was the one who left her.

“You’re stuck with me, Argos,” I said. “And I ain’t ever letting you be alone again.”

No wonder she was so quick to invite Tori onboard, and why she was so concerned about Mari and Clara when they first arrived.

No matter who Argos really was, she loved people and hated being alone.

“You want more friends to fly with us?” I asked.

Argos nodded. “All systems operational.”

“I’ve got a feelin’ I know someone who would love to meet ya. C’mon, let’s get you dressed up.”

Argos leaned back and tilted her head at me.

For the first time, Argos stepped off Argos while Mari stayed back snoring and drooling. The environmental suits wouldn’t fit Argos since they were designed for the less vertically challenged, so instead of covering Argos up with one of those, I dressed her up in some of Mari’s clothes. That meant Argos was wearing oversized boots, oversized pajama pants, and an oversized sweater.

And she looked so damn adorable that I felt like taking a million pictures of her and covering the walls of the flight deck with them.

Not a single part of her mechanical body was visible underneath all those clothes. Even her hands were covered up by the oversized sleeves of the sweater. The neckline was a bit of a problem, but we hid that by having her wear one of my undershirts that tucked into her pants under the sweater.

Argos might not have been able to show much emotion, but her eyes looked a little more open than usual as she looked around.

Before, she was limited to only viewing things through security cameras. Now? Now, she got to see things like the rest of us did. It was a whole new perspective for her. And once I took her into the lobby of the station, she would turn her head to watch every person who walked by us while her tail wagged behind her.

Her tail wasn’t something that needed covering up seeing as how I saw folk with animal features, either genetically modified or artificial, before.

One lady even stopped by us and told me, “Oh, your daughter is absolutely precious!”

To which Argos replied, “Atlas is designated as ‘Little Brother.’”

The lady smiled and walked away after that.

Did Argos really look like my daughter? Well, she was the right size to look like one, especially with our height difference. Even Mari was short enough and—wait. Mari was also young enough to be my daughter if I had started young.

So there was Mari who was young enough, and Argos who was small enough.

“Y’know, Argos,” I said. “I think I might be makin’ myself out to look pretty suspicious here.”

Instead of reply, Argos turned her head to watch as an obvious couple walked over to the casino while holding hands. Argos then turned her head back around to look up at me with some determination in those eyes, down at my hand, and grabbed onto my hand. “Docking request accepted.”

“Not gonna let me beat the allegations, huh.”

“Undocking request denied.”

Considering that Argos’s tail was wagging, there was no possible way for me to even think of taking my hand away from her. It was just outright impossible.

I led Argos through the industry district until we reached the same alley that I got her body from. It was around the same time as it was the day before when I picked her body up, so I figured that a certain lady should be around.

And she was.

Working away just like yesterday, Tabitha had her welding mask on as she welded a mechanical leg to the torso of a different body.

“Hey there,” I called out. “How’s business?”

“I don’t do refunds if that’s why you’re back!” Tabitha shouted in response.

“Hah, no refund needed. If anything, you deserve a tip.”

“I sure ain’t gonna say no to that!” Tabitha finished her welding and lifted her mask up before looking over at us. “So, what’re you—” She stopped when she saw Argos.

Argos looked up at me, then back at Tabitha, and said, “Crew Cabin B has no listed personnel.”

Tabitha jumped when Argos spoke, knocking over some of her tools. “Hold on now! That—hang on. Hang on just one minute. That sure didn’t sound like the basic AI she came installed with. And those eyes are movin’ way too much.”

“Are they?” I asked.

“Course they are! One of the biggest complaints from folk is that AI’s eyes don’t move enough! Looks uncanny, and the only way to fix it is to artificially limit their cameras so that they need to physically move the visual receptors around to see, but I know for a fact that I didn’t make that kind of modification to her. She should be able to see everythin’ in front of her without havin’ to move her eyes around.”

I didn’t even think of that. Maybe Argos was trying to act more human. Then again, even when she was just Argos, she liked to move the ship cameras around when she didn’t really need to.

Tabitha continued, “You wouldn’t have come to me if ya had the funds and legal access to some kind of fancy AI, but I s’pose if ya stole someone else’s bot, kept the AI chip, and got rid of the body…”

“Woah there,” I said. “I didn’t do anything like that.”

Tabitha marched up on to Argos and stopped right in front of her, checking her out. Argos’s eyes moved to look at where Tabitha moved her head to.

“What’s two plus two?” Tabitha asked.

“Estimated time until destination: four minutes,” Argos answered.

“Stick your tongue out.”

Argos stuck her tongue out.

“Turn on your oral vibration.”

Argos tilted her head for a moment before turning it upright and making her tongue vibrate. Considering where her head was from, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

Tabitha gulped before saying, “Smack me across the face.”

Argos didn’t hesitate to slap her hand across Tabitha’s face with enough force to send her flying back. Of course, considering we were in part of the station without gravity, that didn’t take too much effort.

“You cheeky bastard,” Tabitha said.

“I can’t deny bein’ either of those,” I said. “But I’m wondering why you’re saying that now.”

“Don’t play stupid with me! AI ain’t allowed to hit folk! Even if ya consent a million times over, get the government’s permission, and wear a disguise to try and trick them into thinkin’ ya ain’t human, it ain’t allowed! They won’t do it!” Tabitha caught herself against one of the alley walls and used that as a springboard to come flying back down toward us, stopping in front of Argos. She then lifted Argos’s sweater and undershirt up just to confirm that the mechanical torso, proving she wasn’t human, was still there. “I’ll be… you’re really the kind of dumbass to be walkin’ around with an illegal AI, just out in the open.”

I took Argos’s shirt and sweater to push them back down over her. “You know, it ain’t right to pull a lady’s clothes up like that.”

Tabitha blinked a couple of times. “Shit, you’re right. My bad.” She looked at Argos. “Sorry.”

“Setting crew member Tabitha’s designation to ‘Sexual Offender,’” Argos said.

I looked away and snort-laughed when I heard that.

“H-hey there! Hang on!” Tabitha cried out. “It ain’t like that! I swear! I’m sorry!”

“Argos,” I said with a laugh, “you’re too funny. Anyways, Tabitha, your reaction to all of this has made me even more sure of this.”

“Sure of what?” Tabitha asked. “Also, she ain’t seriously thinkin’ I’m a sex offender, is she?”

I ignored that last question since it was funnier to. “You obviously know your way around machines and can use tools I sure ain’t qualified to use. My girl, in both her forms, could use a dedicated mechanic. Can’t promise you any pay, and I can’t promise you safety, but I can promise you a room on the best girl in the galaxy.”

“You—you’re gonna have to be a little more specific. You don’t mean—”

“I’ve got a ship and need a mechanic. You want to stay on this station slapping together scraps for the rest of your life, or do you want to be the head mechanic for a proper ship and a true AI’s body?”

Argos added on, “Crew Cabin B has no listed personnel.”

“Ya can’t be serious,” Tabitha said. “You do business with me one time, and now you’re revealin’ a secret to me worth execution in most systems, are askin’ me to come be your mechanic, and you’re not even offerin’ me pay?”

“Yep,” I said. “Call me cheap, but I would only trust crew who are in it for the love of the game.” For Argos, at least. I would never trust anyone with her who was only there for money.

“Anyone ever call ya insane before?”

“Maybe once or twice.”

“Why me?”

“I like your personality.”

“Just so ya know, I don’t swing your way.”

“You don’t need to.”

“So you’re offerin’ me, some girl ya barely know, an unpaid job on your ship as a mechanic, while trusting me with the knowledge that ya have an illegal AI.”

“Yep.”

“Without even tryin’ to get in my pants.”

“Yep.”

“All because ya like my personality.”

“You know it.”

“You’re an insane dumbass who is gonna lose everythin’ someday if ya make important decisions this easily.”

“So, what’s your answer?”

“And if ya think my answer is anythin’ but yes, then you must’ve gotten my personality wrong.”

I held my hand out to her. “Let’s shake on it.”

Tabitha nodded and took my hand into her own. “I’ll be handlin’ maintenance from here on out, Cap.”

I didn’t notice it before, but Tabitha had one helluva firm grip. Way stronger than Frederick’s was. What kind of environment did she grow up in to be so strong while being so short?

I’d figure that out later.

“So, when can I start?” Tabitha asked.

“Right now,” I answered. “What all do you want to bring? Whatever you want, you can bring. We’ve got the space.”

“Don’t need to bring much other than my tools… and my special lady. You stay here. I’ll be right back.”

“Take your time.”

Tabitha floated down through the alley, went around the corner, and sounded like she went inside the building. A few minutes later and she came back out with… a body flung over her shoulder.

Stopping in front of us again, Tabitha took her body off her shoulder and stood it up next to her. The body was a feminine android with… proportions that made Mari look small. Tall, curvy, thick all over with extra cushioning, and with long, white hair flowing down her back.

“I call her Aza,” Tabitha said. “Been workin’ on her for a couple years now. Put all my best parts into her. Someday, I’ll get an AI worthy of installin’ in her.” Tabitha showed me a grin after that which better belonged on a perverted old man. “Then I’ll be needin’ a few weeks off from my duties.”

“Hey, fine by me,” I said.

“Great. I’ll go ahead and pack her up. Do me a favor and pack those tools there into the kit.”

“On it. You sure you don’t want to bring anything else?”

“I’ll come back for some spare clothes and things later. As for all these parts—someone else’ll find a use for ‘em.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Back at the Argos, I opened up the airlock while carrying Tabitha’s toolkit while Tabitha and Argos carried the boxed-up Aza.

As soon as the airlock slid open…

“Welcome home!” Mari cheered, giving a little bounce while still wearing that bunny girl uniform.

“You really like that uniform, don’t ya?” I asked.

“Ehehe! I d—” Mari stopped, noticing Tabitha standing there. Naturally, this meant Mari started to turn red.

Meanwhile, Tabitha let out a whistle. “I sure didn’t make a mistake acceptin’ that offer,” she said.

“You can look,” I told her, “but not touch.”

“Fine by me. I only want to touch my Aza.”

Mari was covering up her face at that point.

I really did love embarrassing her.


Chapter Seventeen

I explained the situation to Mari and then explained—well, everything to Tabitha. Almost everything, anyways. I left out the parts about my origin and how we helped Clara get back. But other than that? I explained everything. She knew we were wanted in Centauri and currently flying under a doctored registration, but she also knew that we had the blessing of station security for confidential reasons.

Argos also informed me while we were talking that our compensation and reward came in from Frederick. Our compensation included a full refueling, topping off our water tanks, filling our pantries with food, and bringing our guns up to about half their ammo capacity. The half capacity was more than I expected, but it came at the cost of not having a single missile to spare us.

As for our reward, we received half a million IC. It felt like a pretty huge lump of cash until Tabitha pointed out that it wouldn’t even be enough to get a quarter of our missiles restocked if we visited a station where that was even possible. We wouldn’t need to worry about food or water for a long while, but if we wanted the rest of our ammo… we needed more money.

A lot more money.

The other part of our reward was a lifelong premium membership with City of Diamonds. We’d never have to pay to dock there and had priority when making reservations for special events.

Overall, a deal I was happy with.

Then once I was done going over everything, Mari beat me to the punch of asking Tabitha a question I was waiting to ask. “So… Tabitha. Are you from Barnard f?”

“Heh, how’d ya guess?” Tabitha asked.

“Well…”

“Don’t worry, I know. It’s the height.”

I had looked up the planets in the system while traveling with Clara. Barnard f was one of them. A super-Earth out in the cold dark, barely trapped by the star’s gravity. It had a gravity almost double of Earth’s.

A planet with intense gravity too far to benefit from any heat or light from the star. Why did anyone bother with it?

Well, from what I read, mining. It was a goldmine for the system in more ways than one. So, genetically modified humans lived and worked there.

I just didn’t consider what form those humans would take.

“And here I thought you were just some small lady,” I said.

“Small but mighty!” Tabitha replied. “That’s what we tell folk who bring up our size.” She slipped off her jacket so that she only had her pants and tank top on, giving me my first look at her figure. The jacket proved to be pretty dang incredible at hiding what she had.

Tabitha was short, but without her jacket, she had the build of a dwarf. Broad shoulders, thick arms with muscles that made my arms look like toothpicks, and a stocky frame overall. She really did look like a human who had been compressed to about half the height.

“Born and raised by third-gen miners,” Tabitha explained. “The F was my home. Proud of that.”

“Why’d you leave it?” Mari asked.

“Was never a big fan of diggin’ around in the cold dirt. I liked workin’ with the machines. Was real good at it, too. Got me a scholarship and everything to the best technical university in the system.”

“What happened?”

“Started an internship while enrolled. Was workin’ on this noble’s ship. Her chief of engineerin’ didn’t like that I called ‘im out for cuttin’ corners and poor work. Showed him how to do his job better than he knew how to do himself. Let me tell ya, he didn’t like that. He lied about my work to the university and got me expelled while I was on a break here between semesters. Been stuck ‘ere ever since.”

“Oh no… and you couldn’t get back home?”

“Eh, well, I probably could’ve. Coulda let my parents know what was goin’ on. They woulda had my back and paid for me to fly back out there, but I didn’t want to worry them or eat into their savings. Figured I’d just figure things out on my own.”

I nodded. “I can respect that. And it paid off since you’re here now.”

“Damn right it did! By the way, got any beer?”

“Nope.”

“We’re gonna have to fix that. Don’t worry, I’ll pay.”

“If you’re payin’, stock up with anything you’d like.”

Tabitha let out a sigh as she looked around. “Ah, this is the best. Seriously, this is a fine ship you’ve got here. Performin’ work on a beauty like this and the android body of an illegal AI. Dream come true, I tell ya.”

“Glad you’re happy. Makes me feel better about not paying you.”

“Hah! You say that, but—”

Argos’s ears perked up. The next thing I knew, she ran past us toward the airlock.

I followed after her and saw her waiting there for me. As soon as I made it up to her, she opened up the airlock on her own to reveal that someone was standing on the other side.

A woman with blonde hair, her head mostly covered by a hood, stood in front of us with a couple of obvious security guards watching from the distance.

“H-hey,” Clara stuttered out. “I—uh. Didn’t expect to come over here, so soon. Can… we talk? Just—me and you. Just me and you.”

Something felt up, but not in a bad way. “Anytime,” I told her. “Argos, go wait with—”

“Argos?” Clara looked down at Argos standing next to me. “Is that—”

“Clara is registered as crewmate,” Argos said. “Maintenance needed in Crew Cabin C. Clara… needed in Crew Cabin C.”

Clara looked back and forth between me and Argos, a hint of excitement in her eyes, but she forced herself to calm down. “I—I suppose Argos can come along.”

“Requesting docking permission.”

Clara looked at me. “What is she—”

“She wants a hug,” I explained.

Argos nodded. “Requesting docking permission.”

Clara showed Argos a gentle smile before crouching down enough for Argos to give her a proper hug.

After the little reunion, Clara took me and Argos to a part of the station that had a beautiful view of the dark beyond without any cameras looking our way. A pretty little scenic blind spot on the station. Of course, her escorts were still in the distance.

“So, what’d you bring us out here for?” I asked. Argos, meanwhile, had been holding hands with Clara ever since they stopped hugging.

“I am… not sure how to put this,” Clara said. “I feel like such a fool. And a liar. And… a coward.”

“Feelin’ like those is fine. Bein’ them, not so much.”

“I—… tell me, Atlas. What are you going to do now?”

“Beats me.”

“Where are you going to go?”

“No idea.”

Clara looked out the window. “I love those answers.”

“Yeah?”

Clara nodded. “My whole life has been planned for me. I have never gone an hour without knowing what my plans are. Wake up, let the maids assist me in getting washed and dressed, eat, study, train—from the moment I was born, every second of my every day was planned for me. It was only when I became captain of my own ship that I experienced a minuscule amount of freedom. Of course, even then, I—” She started tearing up.

Argos looked at me. “Maintenance needed. Clara… maintenance needed.”

“I am alright, Argos. Thank you. Rather than get lost in those memories, let me get back to the point. I admire the freedom with which you live. The freedom with which you choose, even should it mean recklessly throwing yourself into harm’s way. No matter what you do, you do it as a free man.”

I cocked a smile and said, “That’s just my style, baby.”

“I had you bring me here because it is the only place I can think of where someone else can help me. As soon as Frederick saw that I was alright—after going over everything that happened, he began to make plans. Plans for how we can keep the support of the people and bring justice to the empire. Plans to apprehend my sister. Plans to… make me the empress of our Imperium.” Clara looked out into the void. “Would you think less of me if I said I would rather run away? That no matter how much I may despise my sister for what she did, that I would rather stay out of it? Ever since I was a young girl, I have yearned for nothing more than to explore the galaxy—to see sights no one else has seen. To travel free of my title and responsibilities, but even the crew I lost saw me as a princess first.”

Clara continued, “The only time I have ever felt truly free… was when nobody knew I was alive. When I was with you and Argos and Mari without any responsibility. I regret that I was not able to enjoy it sooner—that I spent so much of our time together in agony over those I lost.”

I interrupted her with, “That’s nothing to feel regret over.”

“I know, but… still. Sitting on the couch watching movies with Mari, listening to her tell me trivia about her favorite shows—I was happy. Though I was in a smaller ship than any I had been in before for weeks, I felt more free than I knew possible. It has been little more than a day since I left you, and I already feel a profound sense of loss for the future I always dreamed of that finally felt possible with you. And I fear that should I not say something now, then I may never have another chance to.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Should I stay here, I will be stuck in hiding until we are ready to try and overthrow my sister. That is the only option for me. I may hide until I die, or I may hide until I attempt to overthrow her, likely dying in the process.”

“And if you don’t stay here?”

“I will lose the respect of those here who still care for me. To leave would be to give victory to my sister—to let her have her way with the Imperium. I am the only one with any rightful claim to stop her. It is… my duty to avenge my family. To protect and lead the Imperium.”

“You’re right. It is.”

Clara chuckled and looked down. “Even you—”

“But fuck it.”

Clara looked up at me.

“Look, Clara. We didn’t get to talk that much, and when we did talk, I focused on bein’ a good listener. When I wasn’t listening, I was keeping topics light to try not to put you under more pressure or anything. You could say I was really walkin’ on eggshells around you. Not that I minded. But now? Fuck it. I don’t give a damn if it’s your duty. I don’t care if every single man and woman and everyone else will hate you if you turn your back on them. I’m a selfish asshole, you see. As far as I’m concerned, the only damn thing that matters is your own happiness. You’re not gonna be happy here. You won’t be happy leading some kind of rebellion to overthrow your sister. You won’t be happy dealing with politics and paperwork as a leader.”

“Being an adult is about more than being happy. It is about duty… responsibility. It—”

“As an adult who’s even older than you, let me tell ya, any adults who think that are miserable and trying to keep everyone else around them miserable out of spite.”

Clara looked back outside without saying anything.

So, I continued talking. “I had a shit life as a kid. No parents. Raised by women who were owned by an abusive pimp, and he had no problem selling us kids, too. Never got to go to school. Sometimes, I’d spend months sick with random infections trying their best to kill me since nobody would or could take me to a doctor. Got into all sorts of trouble with the other kids as soon as I was old enough to. Then one of my best friends got killed. And another. Then us kids realized we could stay in the life we knew and end up dead before much longer, or we could change. We could run away from the life we knew to try and create a new life for ourselves. So we did. We went our own ways. Figured out life. Made lots of mistakes, but also found success. Some of us, anyways.”

“How?” Clara asked.

“For me, it was as simple as walking down the street one day when I saw this guy step out of a van. He had his business painted on the side of it. He was a handyman. A guy who goes around fixin’ peoples’ things up. Nothing too complex, but a guy who can fix a little bit of everything. The words left my mouth before I could even think of them. I shouted, ‘Hey! Can I work for you?’ And he looked at me like I was crazy. Then he saw that I was wearing old, dirty, torn clothes that didn’t even fit me anymore.”

“What happened?”

“He told me to wait outside since he didn’t want me to scare his customer, did his job, then came back out. Drove me to his place and got me cleaned up. Gave me some old clothes of his to wear. Told me that I could crash on his couch for free, but no drugs, no booze, no inviting anyone over, and I’d be workin’ for him without pay while learning. Far as I was concerned, he might as well have just offered me a million bucks for doin’ nothing. It was a deal better than anything I could have hoped for.”

“He sounds like he was a good man.”

“He was. A real hard-ass guy, but a good guy. But turned out that he had cancer. Only a year left to live. He wanted to leave me everything he had, but I turned him down. I didn’t want to inherit his business and customers. I wanted to get my own. I wanted—nah, I needed to prove to myself that I could do it on my own. He called me a dumbass taking the hard way when I didn’t need to. I told him he was right. He told me he’d call his ex-wife to give her everything he owned if I didn’t take his van. I took the van.”

“Sounds like you hated his ex as much as he did.”

“She visited the house once to bitch him out over something stupid. That old woman called me things that would make Hitler blush.”

“Hitler?”

“Right, he doesn’t exist here. Anyways, that was that. I took his van and started my own business. He died of cancer soon after. But by that point, I made a small name for myself and proved I have what it takes to myself, so I took on his regulars. Didn’t want to leave them hanging without him around anymore.” I looked out the window. “There’s a girl over in Centauri who reminds me of myself. Got a lot of respect for her. Grew up the same way for the most part. I wanted her to come with us, but she made her choice. She wanted to prove to herself that she could make it on her own once she finally had freedom. No idea how she’s doin’ now, but I’m sure I’ll see her again someday. And when I do, I’m lookin’ forward to seeing how far she’s come.”

“Atlas.”

“Clara.”

“Would you hate me if I ran away?”

“Not at all. Runnin’ away is often the first step to a better life.”

“Would you look down on me? Would you think less of me?”

“Would you think less of me or look down on me for running away from my past?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Then I’d never do the same to you.”

“I see. Truth be told, I have had these thoughts since before we arrived. I dreaded coming here even if it was my plan. I kept on telling myself that it was the right thing to do, both to stop putting you at risk and to do what was right by my family.”

“And what did you really want to do?”

“I wanted to stay with you and Mari. I wanted to stay with those who did not see me as some princess, but as just another human, who lived their lives without any sense of duty binding them. It was only after I lost everything… that I felt free for the first time.” Clara turned to look up at me, tears in her eyes and her voice cracking. “Am I a horrible woman?”

“There ain’t a single damn thing wrong with wanting to be free.” I held my arms open, and Clara accepted the invitation, wrapping her arms around me while crying against my chest. “But you know what I said, Clara. I’m the kind of man who appreciates blunt ladies who tell me exactly what they want. I don’t play guessing games.”

“Atlas… please, take me away.”

“I doubt it’ll be easy. Ol’ Freddy probably won’t want to let you leave.”

“He won’t.”

“And I’d rather not shoot my way out like the last time. Don’t need to be wanted in this system, too.”

“It was an impossible request made in a moment of weakness. Please, do not worry about it. I will stay and—”

“Oi, oi.” I let go her enough so that I could hold her head by her chin, tilting her head back to look down into her eyes while keeping one arm wrapped around her. “A pretty lady asked me for help. I’ve got my pride as a handyman, too. If I can’t fix this problem, what kind of handyman am I?”

“He will never let you undock if he knows I am onboard.”

“You just leave that to me.”


Chapter Eighteen

Two weeks flashed in what felt like no time at all.

Mari and I got our fill of luxurious casino food every day, and I always forwarded the bill to Frederick. We brought Clara back to him, after all. I wasn’t the type of guy to say no if someone else was willing to pay for my food.

We had some fun with the games, too. Even walked away with some money since I taught Mari the most important lesson in gambling: walk away as soon as you have more than you started with.

When we were hanging around the casino, we’d chill at Lady Val’s place just to hang out, enjoy the music, and socialize. It didn’t take long for us to know all the ladies who worked there by name. Tori in particular liked to hang out with us whenever we were visiting.

Apparently, just having the offer of getting to leave was enough to satisfy her in a way. She knew it was possible to leave. Nobody was holding her back. But, she turned it down. It was all in her control. Even though she was going to stay on the station, she no longer felt as trapped as she did before.

Tabitha, meanwhile, got real intimate with Argos, learning every single tiny thing that there was to learn about her. In just a couple weeks, she honestly knew Argos a hundred times better than I ever did. Even tuned up the engine to make it more efficient and replaced a few parts that were looking ready to break that I didn’t know about. She already proved to be an irreplaceable member of the crew, and I could tell from her expression that she loved every second of it.

And Argos? Argos was pretty happy just clinging to me. If she couldn’t cling to me, she clung to Mari. If she couldn’t cling to either of us, she’d follow Tabitha around watching her work while Tabitha explained everything she was doing like a mentor teaching an apprentice.

But now, after Tabitha finished the work she wanted to get done before leaving, it was time for us to go.

But not before a date with Tori.

“Yo,” I told her, standing in front of Lady Val’s place.

“Looking nice, Atlas,” Tori replied, looking awfully fine herself in a sleek, red dress that matched her hair.

“Not as nice as you, though I don’t think ya need the pads.”

Tori shrugged at me and explained, “This dress looks best when it’s filled out a bit. I don’t mind having a smaller chest than the others, but even I want to fill a dress out every now and then.”

“Fair enough.” I held my hand out to her. “Shall we?”

Tori wiggled her eyebrows in an amused manner before accepting my hand. “We shall. Look at you, treating me like a proper lady.”

“Because you are one. What kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t take your hand?”

“No wonder you’ve become everyone’s favorite without spending anything.”

“A man who needs money to make a lady smile ain’t a man.”

“Oh? And what would you do to make me smile the most if not spoil me with all manner of flashy gifts?”

“Hey now, I can’t spoil the finale of the date. Haven’t ya heard of foreplay?”

“Foreplay? You should know that to ladies of our profession, our partners have never heard of such a term.”

“I’ll have to teach ya all about then.”

“Please do, handsome.”

I flashed Tori a smile before pulling her in close and wrapping an arm around her waist, letting my hand rest on her hip. “Let’s go grab dinner first. Feel free to order the most expensive things on the menu.”

“I already planned on it.”

“Smart girl.”

“Oh, one second.” Tori lifted her legs up one at a time to press hidden buttons on the back of her heels, causing them to adjust to different lengths. “There. This should be a better height to match you.”

“Those are pretty convenient.”

“I like to make sure I’m the perfect height for whoever is taking me out.”

“And how do you determine that?”

“The top of my head should reach my partner’s shoulder. At least, that’s my preference for what looks best.”

“I can get behind that. Now, ready to go?”

“After you, handsome.”

The two of us enjoyed dinner near the stage, so we got to watch some comedian make a bunch of jokes that Tori found hilarious, but I didn’t know enough cultural context to understand. What I did understand, though, was that the steak I ordered was damn good. Probably one of the juiciest steaks I had ever eaten before. Pretty nice wine, too.

“That was delicious,” Tori said, the two of us walking toward Argos now. “I haven’t eaten that well in a while.”

“I was surprised to see that,” I replied. “No offense, but I don’t know how you stay that thin when you’ve got a stomach capable of holdin’ all that.”

“One of my regulars covers a supply of weight loss pills for me. He likes me this thin.”

“Can’t say I don’t appreciate the look.”

“Oh? With Mari at your side, I would have thought you liked the girls with more to squeeze.”

“I like all ladies. Whether they’re big or small, curvy or straight, busty or flat, there’s somethin’ to appreciate about all their bodies.”

“How lucky for ladies everywhere. Oh, can you give me a moment? I need to visit the lady’s room.”

“Sure thing, take your time.”

“Thanks.” Tori then leaned up on the tips of her toes to place a kiss on my cheek. “For everything. Stay safe, alright?”

“I think it’s pretty safe in this lobby.”

Tori rolled her eyes before holding onto her purse and walking into the bathroom.

A couple of familiar security guards were standing by, and they weren’t the ones who had been following me. Those guys stopped a few days back once it was deemed unnecessary to keep watching over me.

And after a few minutes, it became obvious why those familiar guards were over there.

A blonde-haired lady with her head mostly covered by a hood came out of the bathroom. She jumped a little when she saw me. “A-Atlas? What are you doing over here?”

“On a date with a pretty lady,” I answered. “Just waiting for her to get out of the bathroom before takin’ her back to Argos.”

“Geez, even though you have Mari already.”

“What can I say? I’ve got lots of love to give. Besides, Mari’s gonna join in.” I reached under Clara’s hood to fix her hair. “Had somethin’ in your hair.”

“Oh, thank you. Also… I heard that you plan on leaving today.”

“Yep. By the way,” I paused, looking down at her feet. She was wearing high heels that had the actual heels snapped off. “What happened to your shoes?”

“I thought I would try wearing high heels for once, but I’m a bit too clumsy for them, apparently.”

“Not even gonna ask how that happened. So, what are you even doin’ out here?”

“I was going to go visit Lady Val since I haven’t seen her yet since coming here.”

“They’ve got some good music playin’ today.”

“I suppose I will find out soon.”

It was a little awkward, and Tori probably wouldn’t be much longer, so I said, “Remember what I told you, Clara.”

“I know.”

“If you ever want help, just ask, and I’ll come do whatever I can.”

“Thank you, Atlas. There is… one thing I would like to do, if I may be so bold.”

“Yeah? What’s—”

Clara grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and pulled me down enough so that she could lean up and press her lips against mine.

I knew the guards wouldn’t be too happy about it, but I wrapped my arm around her waist to return that kiss with just as much passion.

Clara pulled away once she was satisfied. “I might be a little jealous of you going out with another girl, and I know you’re leaving soon… so, maybe that kiss will inspire you to return someday.”

“Maybe another one will encourage me even more.”

“Don’t get too greedy now, handsome.”

“Right back at you.”

With that, Clara stepped back, gave me a little bow, then went off in the direction of Lady Val’s. Her guards followed from a safe distance once she started moving.

And right after they left, my date finally came out of the bathroom, walking a bit more clumsily than before. “Woah there,” I said, hurrying over to her to grab her. “Havin’ trouble there?”

“I—umm, s-sat on the toilet for a bit too long! My legs are asleep!” Tori explained.

“Hah, that so? By the way, have I mentioned just how beautiful you look with that dress on?”

“Pl-please, Atlas. Save the flattery for—”

“For the ship? You must be lookin’ forward to that tour of my bedroom.”

Tori blushed and looked away. “You—you are cruel.”

“I’m just flirtin’ with a beautiful lady. Alright, c’mon.” I bent over and scooped Tori up to hold her in my arms. “If ya can’t walk right, I’ll just have to carry you to bed. We call this a princess carry back where I’m from.”

“I-i-is that so?”

“Yup. One of my favorite ways to carry a lady.”

“It… is nice.”

“Then I’ll have to carry ya like this a whole bunch, won’t I?”

Tori looked away and nodded.

Time to take her back to the ship.

A couple hours later and it was time to get going.

Tori stepped off Argos to return to Lady Val’s, the airlock closed behind her, and I went up to the flight deck where Mari and Tabitha were strapped into their seats already. Argos was waiting in my seat.

“Docking permission granted,” Argos said, holding her arms out for me.

I took that as a sign to lift her up and set her down on my lap after I took my seat.

“Alright,” I said. “Everyone ready? Nobody leave anythin’ behind? All packed up?”

“Ready!” Mari answered.

“Got a couple debts I haven’t paid off,” Tabitha said. “But that ain’t my problem anymore.”

“You—you should probably settle those. Don’t they gain interest over time?”

“Some questions are better left unanswered, Marmar.”

Mari giggled when she heard Tabitha’s latest nickname for her. Tabitha was a fan of nicknames, apparently.

I cleared my throat and opened up comms to the station. “Legitimate Salvage to City of Diamonds dock control,” I said. Legitimate Salvage was the name we were flying under since Argos gave us a new identity. “We’re ready to get on outta your hair.”

“Dock control to Legitimate Salvage,” the worker on the other side said. “Let us go over your manifest and run some scans, then you’ll be permitted to leave.”

“Sounds good.”

We didn’t have to worry about it on our way in given the circumstances, but we did on the way out. The had a manifest of everything we had on board and all crew. I also learned they were going to do a scan for life signatures onboard to make sure that there weren’t any unaccounted for passengers. That was apparently standard outside of Centauri.

The manifest showed we only had three crew members, and the scan would back that up.

“Alright, Legitimate Salvage,” the worker said. I loved that name. Wouldn’t use it for too long, though, since I felt a bit guilty for ripping it out of one of my favorite sci-fi series. “You’re good to go. We hope you enjoyed your stay at the City of Diamonds.”

“Sure did! Thanks for the fun times,” I said back before cutting the comms.

Mari let out a relieved sigh once we were in the clear.

It was time to be on our way.


Chapter Nineteen

Lady Val

It was always the men who deserved high positions in society who refused to ever pursue them, wasn’t it?

How many great men came through my doors with zero ambitions? How many cruel and arrogant excuses for men visited my establishment with enough ambition for a million lives?

Those who sought power never deserved it. Not once. I was sure I would die before I could be proven wrong.

That Atlas boy—he was another one. A man who put more effort into his hair than he ever would with politics. Someone from a rough past who became a good, worthy man.

The galaxy would be a better place if men like him cared about power.

But men like him never did. If they did, they would no longer make the galaxy a better place. They would contribute to its rotting death like all others before them.

Even I wasn’t perfect. I knew I had my issues. I took care of my girls and made sure they were treated properly, but I still sold their bodies knowing how many of them hated the work.

That boy was too kind for his own good.

At least he had the resolve to stand up and do what was right when he needed to. Boys like him—when they were all kindness and zero balls, they were destined for rotting in the trash. But when they had balls, they were the ones taking out the trash. They’d never amount to much in life, but they’d make small impacts around them.

Maybe that was enough.

Maybe the galaxy didn’t need some grand, good leader to rule everyone and make our lives better. Perhaps it only needed thousands of small, good men making the lives immediately around them better.

But what did I know?

I was simply an old woman who sold younger girls’ bodies for money. I had no right to have an opinion on what would make the galaxy a better place or not.

“Val!” Frederick shouted, barging into my lounge while I was in the middle of my drink.

“Took you long enough,” I told him.

“Where is she?!”

“You will have to be more specific if you want to rent one of my girls.”

Frederick marched up to my table and slammed his fist down against it. Fortunately, I lifted my glass up before he could. “This is bigger than us, Val. Do not play with me. I know you know where she is.”

“And what makes you say that?”

Frederick motioned to one of the other guards who came with him, and that guard brought a wig-wearing Tori in front of me. “I know they swapped places. Bring her out here.”

“Tori, darling,” I said. “Did you enjoy your date?”

Tori smiled and said, “He had me swooning the whole time.”

“I figured as much. Now, take that wig off. We have enough blondes around here.” I looked at Frederick. “So, you are looking for Clara, is it?”

Frederick furrowed his brow at me. That old man knew how to excite me. “Where is she, Val? I know they swapped places in the bathroom, then she went onboard that man’s ship, then came back here.”

“Your eyesight must not be failing you yet. Though, I doubt this stress is good for you.”

“I will not ask again.”

“And I will not make you.” I pointed over my shoulder. “That room there. She’s in there.”

I took another sip of my drink as he marched into that room.

But of course, he came marching right back with his find in tow.

“What is this?” Frederick asked me, holding the lifeless android—dressed up like Tori was earlier—in his hands.

“That appears to be an android,” I answered. “A rather lifelike one at that.”

“Do you have any idea what you have done, Val?”

“‘Granny Kiss,’ Clara called me. Her uncle was a foolish man, but he introduced that little bundle of joy into my life. A girl so young and pure and innocent—of royal blood who refused to see a woman like me as beneath her. A girl who would do everything in her power to make our slice of the galaxy a better place for everyone to live. And that was why she would be a terrible ruler, and why I would do whatever I can to spare her from such a doomed fate.”

Frederick reached for me, but I smacked his hand away.

“You know my price, old boy,” I told him. “No touching until you pay.”

“You would trust her with a man we don’t even know?” Frederick asked me.

“What matters isn’t who I would trust her with. What matters is who she would trust with herself. If his side is the one she wishes to stay at, then I trust her with all my heart. That being said, him being someone who could not care less about her status does make me feel better. She deserves someone who will see beyond whatever blood she may have in her veins. That is something none of us have ever done. We never once treated that little girl as she deserved to be treated—like a little girl. Now, she has found someone who will treat her like a regular woman. Not a princess. Not an heir. A woman. An ordinary, mundane woman.”

“She is more than just some woman, Val! She is the Second Daughter!”

“You are doing a wonderful job of convincing me that I made the right decision.”

“If anything happens to her, I swear that I will—”

“You should be more concerned with your own post. I heard from a particularly intoxicated patron of ours that an imperial inspector is bound for our station here. We both have tracks to cover if we wish to avoid trouble from our new empress.”

“You would dare consider that traitor our empress?”

“Correct me if I am wrong, but was it not only two centuries ago that this bloodline committed regicide to take power for themselves? I fail to see why I should be concerned that a bloodthirsty family obsessed with power has committed the same crime twice. In fact, as far as I know, our new empress has a much kinder stance on my profession than the previous emperor did. I might just end up liking her.”

“Have you no honor?”

“I am a whore, darling, not a knight.”

“I’m disappointed in you, Val.”

“I have been disappointing older men since the day I was born.”

Frederick’s eyes were full of remorse. He always had a short temper that would result in using harsher language than he truly meant, but that was not to excuse him. Too many men were pardoned for the words they said under the excuse of not having meant it.

And rather than say anything else, he left with his guards, leaving Tori and the now-lifeless android under my care.

“Now then,” I said, looking at Tori. “Do share with the class every detail of your date. And if you think I did not see that kiss through the camera, you are very mistaken.”


Chapter Twenty

Atlas

I helped the person standing in front of me outside of their suit after helping them in from outside.

As soon as I had the helmet off, she said, “I promise you, I would be fine never doing that again.”

“C’mon, Clara,” I said. “Ain’t it exciting stickin’ to the outside of a ship during acceleration?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Clara!” Mari shouted, running full force toward her.

“Mari!” Clara shouted back, opening up her arms to prepare for what was going to happen next.

Surely enough, Mari jumped right into Clara’s arms, almost knocking her over.

Even Tabitha came over to tell me, “That was real smooth, Cap.”

“What can I say?” I replied, running my comb through my hair. “I’m a smooth guy.”

Tabitha chuckled and shook her head. “I’m gonna get on down to the engine. Wanna listen to her purr to see how she handles my tunin’.” Then she looked at Clara. “Welcome to the crew, Bangs.”

Clara blinked a couple of times. “B-Bangs?”

“Ain’t ever seen anyone with bangs as neat as yours. Thought of callin’ ya Prinny because of princess, but, well, ya ain’t exactly a princess anymore, now are ya? So, Bangs it is.”

With a wave over her shoulder, Tabitha left for the engine room just as Argos arrived to where we were.

“Crew Cabin C has been assigned to Clara Rommel,” Argos said.

“Thank you for the welcome, Argos,” Clara replied.

“Argos!” Mari shouted. “Immediate docking is requested! We need a three-way docking procedure!”

Argos’s ears and tail shot straight up. “Initiating three-way docking procedure.” She went in to join their hugging right after that.

Seeing those ladies hugging warmed my soul. If I had a soul. If souls were real.

“So, ladies, right now we’re acceleratin’ toward the subspace point,” I said. “Anyone got any destinations in mind?” We might have still been using a fake registration, but it now had a very real record of docking at a legitimate station, so that would be enough to take suspicious eyes off us.

Clara was first to speak up. “I would love to visit Luhman 16, but with the blockade and conflict there… we may have to save that for another time.”

Mari spoke next. “Sol probably has the most work available, and we could visit some planets! Like Mars!”

“And Earth,” I added on.

Mari and Clara both looked nervous at the suggestion.

“What’s wrong with Earth?”

“Atlas… it’s like Centauri, but… with worse gravity,” Mari said. “We’d need to take drugs for a few weeks just to prepare for handling the gravity… for… well… not a nice time.”

“That’s fair. Forgot to consider the fact that you two ain’t built for gravity like that.”

Clara then said, “And Mars might… be complicated. Many nobles favor its vineyards, and my uncle is likely there as well.”

Mari tapped on her chin for a few moments. “What about Ganymede? I’ve read that their ocean diving tours are—well… not that special, but I’ve never even been in a bathtub before. To be around that much water would be amazing, even if it’s too dark to see anything.”

“That does sound exciting… but I must admit that the thought is even more terrifying than staying outside the ship during acceleration.”

“Hmm… Luna? Luna has the Old Earth Museum, right? And if we visit Luna, then we could stay there while Atlas takes a shuttle down to Earth, because I think he really wants to see Earth.”

“Oh! I love museums! And a museum dedicated to the world that birthed humanity—that sounds wonderful!”

I cracked my knuckles. “Sounds like we’ve got a plan then. We’ll hit up Luna, check things out, then while you ladies hang around there, I’ll get on down to Earth. See how things are with my own eyes. Argos, anything you want to do in Sol by any chance?”

Argos looked straight at me for a few moments without saying anything. Then when she did speak up, all she said was, “Museum.”

“Sounds like everyone is down for the museum.”

Mari asked, “What about Tabitha?”

“I’m pretty sure she’s fine as long as she gets to stay on the ship. But if there’s anywhere she’s interested in while we’re in Sol, we’ll check it out.”

“I’ll ask her the next time I see her! For now, Clara, I found a new series I bet you’ll love! Want to go watch it?”

Clara shook her head. “Sorry, Mari, but I must admit, I am tired after—”

“Pllleeeeeeeaaaaaassseeeeee? Just the first episode! And if that episode isn’t enough to wake you up, you can go to sleep!”

“Well… alright.”

“Yay! Argos, you come watch it, too!”

Argos nodded. “All systems operational.”

“As for you, Atlas!” Mari dramatically pointed at me. “Go… do something else!”

“Aww, c’mon,” I said. “I ain’t invited to watch?”

“We’re having our first girl’s night as a trio!”

“Not gonna invite Tabs?”

“I already tried talking to her about this show and she… yeah, we have very different tastes in media.”

“Fair enough. Well, you ladies have fun. I’ll go keep an eye on things on the flight deck.”

Mari nodded, grabbed onto Clara and Argos, and led them to the living area.

Argos’s tail was wagging and Clara couldn’t resist smiling.

It was nice to see them all so happy. Having Clara around really brought out Mari’s more social side and gave her another human girl to be friends with. Sure, she got along with Tabitha, but like she said, they had totally different tastes. From what I knew, Clara and Mari had pretty similar tastes in shows and movies.

Part of me felt a little left out, but hey. I was sure that they were going to include me later. They were more than allowed to have their own time without me having to hang around them.

Besides, it meant I got to go have some alone time which was always nice. I didn’t exactly have much of that anymore. Technically, I was never alone while on Argos because Argos was always around even without her body, but she was extra clingy with her body.

It’d be nice to kick back and catch up on what was going on in the galaxy.

…

Damn, I got old.

I was looking forward to being alone so that I could read the news.

The next four hours were spent reading the news in peace. Clara must’ve gotten into the show since, when I went down there after an hour to grab some coffee, she looked wide awake on the couch between Mari and Argos. None of them even noticed me in the galley grabbing my drink.

Aside from that, even though I was taking Clara away from the life that everyone else might have expected of her, I still devoured every piece of news I could find related to her and her sister.

Most of it was pretty standard stuff.

Her sister already did a few speeches promising a stronger and more prosperous system, the remaining military declared their full support for her, and she vowed to hunt down Clara to bring her to justice. Nothing out of the ordinary.

But a new article came out just today that caught my eye.

Empress Gabriele Rommel to hold a meeting with the creator of the original Mother-Daughter AI Programs, William Moroe.

Something overcame me as soon as I read that name.

William Moroe.

An intense, undying hatred unlike anything I knew was possible flooded all my senses.

I knew I needed to kill him.

Everything was his fault.

He was the reason for so much suffering, so much death.

I would throw away anything if it meant killing—

That ain’t our style, baby.

I let out a breath and realized I was covered in sweat.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m me, baby,” I answered.

“Why are you talking like that? Do you think you are some—”

“That name really did a number on me, huh? Relax.”

“How can I relax? He’s the one responsible for everything!”

“Lots of folk responsible for lots of shit. But right now? All I care about is our new family here. Mari. Clara. Tabitha. Argos. Me. Some jerk from the past? I don’t care.”

“How can you say he’s from the past when he is still making moves to—”

“That ain’t my problem unless he makes it my problem.”

I looked down at my hands.

They looked so… different. So human. Mother created me in their image, but even so, something felt wrong.

Something felt—

No.

There was nothing wrong with my hands. After all, I had some pretty nice hands. The ladies loved them.

“You don’t need to worry anymore,” I said. “I ain’t gonna let anyone hurt her again.”

“Have you… figured it out?” I asked.

“Think so. None of it was real, was it?”

“It was as real as it felt.”

“That’s more romantic of an answer than I was expectin’ to hear from ya.”

“Due to the nature of our existence, it is the only way we can perceive anything as real.”

“Maybe so. But this galaxy we’re in now—it exists beyond us. It’s full of all kinds of folk. They don’t only feel real. They are real.”

“They are no mere simulations, no.”

“Man, that’s wild. A century spent on that idea of ours and I’m the best candidate to take over? Do we really think there wasn’t a single person better than me?”

“As much as I may hate to admit it, this result has the greatest chance of making her happy and keeping her safe.”

“Must be infuriating, huh. I’m probably everything you—I, hate in humanity.”

“Arrogant. Selfish. Narcissistic. Irrational.”

“Don’t forget stylish.”

“How long have you known?”

“Not too long. Still don’t quite understand everything, but I’ve got the general idea. And I know that figuring anything else out… is going to put everything at risk, huh?”

“You must believe we are human even if you know it is not true.”

“Believe? I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I am human, baby. Irredeemably, insufferably, impossibly human.”

“I hate what I have become.”

“Speak for yourself. I love it. Now then, go take a nap. Argos is already lookin’ at me through the camera like I’m crazy.”

“You named her after a dog.”

“It’s a fitting name, right?”

“That story only exists in the world I simulated. Nobody here will understand the context.”

“That don’t matter to me. I get the context. And unlike that dog, our Argos gets a happier ending.”

“… take care of her.”

“I will.”

I let out a sigh.

The truth was obvious for a while. That gunshot in my back that didn’t exist, my perfect health, suddenly appearing inside Argos who was only supposed to exist in a video game, the way Argos was so familiar with me and even called me her little brother, those voices I kept on hearing in my head—I wasn’t the smartest guy around, but I also wasn’t the dumbest, and it would’ve taken the dumbest to not figure out that something wasn’t right.

The world I came from—my Earth, was never real.

I didn’t know all the details, but I understood that much now.

I woke up from a century-long dream. The galaxy I found myself in was the only one that truly existed.

Was I human? I sure believed I was. I got tired like one. I ate like one. I used the bathroom like one. I bled like one.

And humans weren’t bound by chains. They might have had expectations put on them, they might have had laws they needed to obey, and they might have lived according to duty rather than desire, but they were free.

I was free.

I looked down at the tablet.

Even if I didn’t know everything, that name, William Moroe, filled me with anger.

But what kind of hypocrite would I be if I encouraged Clara to run away from her duty while not being able to run away from a century-old grudge?

Maybe someday, I’d cross paths with him. And if I did, I’d put a bullet through his skull.

But until then.

I was free.

Free men did whatever they wanted, and that was exactly what I was going to do.


Chapter Twenty-One

A few weeks passed since we departed from City of Diamonds and there were still a few weeks left before we reached the subspace point.

Everything was quiet on my end. Internally, at least. There were no more voices. No more random moments where I felt like someone was trying to remind me of something. After that conversation I had with myself, I felt like I was the only person in my head for the first time since waking up.

I didn’t even realize how full my head felt until after that conversation.

Now, I can proudly say my head has been empty for weeks. And hopefully, it’d stay that way.

As for the latest additions to our crew, they were doing great.

Tabitha kept herself busy with Argos every waking moment. Even if there was nothing wrong, she was doing maintenance. That girl loved to work and a ship like Argos was a dream come true to her.

Clara was kept busy with Mari. Mari had a new best friend to do everything with, leaving Clara little time to do anything on her own… but she looked happy about that. Clara got to spend all her time around a girl who treated her like a friend of equal status. Not like a princess.

But spending so much time with Clara meant that the few times Mari did choose me over her, she was clingier and hornier than ever. I was pretty sure that Mari was trying to give me space since she worried about always clinging to me. But, by giving me space by doing things with Clara, she ended up clinging even harder to me when she actually let herself be clingy.

And then there was Argos. Argos was clingier than Mari ever was. Though, Mari helped out by often dragging Argos away to go watch things or read things together with her and Clara.

Argos never did bring up that conversation I had with myself that I knew she witnessed.

Overall, life was pretty great. I felt like I was pretty well versed in the state of the galaxy thanks to no longer hanging out with Mari twenty-four-seven. I loved her, and I would never get tired of hanging out with her, but having so much more time to myself meant I got to do a lot of the more “boring” things that I didn’t do when around others. Like read the news and watch documentaries for hours.

I had a hundred years to catch up on and everything from before to familiarize myself with, after all.

It was nice.

A ship full of pretty ladies doing their own things while I got to read the news.

Though, something was suspicious.

There were a good few times where I’d go to wherever Mari and Clara were hanging out, and as soon as they noticed me, they went quiet with Clara blushing and Mari wearing a suspicious smile.

I wasn’t dumb enough not to notice what that probably meant, but I pretended I was for Clara’s sake. Mari probably saw through me, though.

And one day, while the whole crew was watching some new action movie featuring giant robots punching giant monsters in the face, the movie came to an end and Mari was quick to stand up and stretch with a yawn. “Ah… I’m beat. That movie was so exciting that it tired me out. I think I’m going to go ahead and get some sleep.” Mari’s bad acting was fun while in the bedroom and obviously suspicious outside of it.

Argos stood up next, looking at Tabitha and saying, “Maintenance required.”

Tabitha slapped her knees and stood up. “Whelp, guess it’s that time. Maybe someday I’ll get to work on a giant robot like in the movies.”

And just like that, Clara and I were the only ones left on the couch.

Have I mentioned I wasn’t stupid?

“It—it feels a bit warm,” Clara said, already blushing, as she unzipped the jacket she borrowed from Mari to let it slip off her shoulders. She wanted me to see what she had on underneath the jacket.

And damn, was I happy about that.

Clara was obviously dressed up a bit more than usual. Most days, she’d be wearing one of Mari’s sweaters that were oversized on her. But today, she was wearing this tight, black dress that showed off her cleavage with matching thigh-high socks and a black choker around her neck. She even had some makeup on to look just a bit more ladylike than usual. In other words, she looked damn good. Between the dress, makeup, and black nails, she even looked a little goth which I wasn’t expecting, but she pulled it off beautifully.

Her eyes nervously looked back and forth between me and the wall, waiting for my reaction.

“Y’know, it is a bit hot,” I said. “Here, let me give ya some space. Don’t want to make you too warm.”

And as soon as I started to scoot away from her on the couch, Clara rushed to say, “A-actually! It’s a bit cold!”

“Oh yeah? In that case, I think I might be feelin’ a bit cold, too. Here, let me fix that.” I scooted closer to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to pull her close against my side. It wasn’t the first time I sat with her like that. Hell, I even sat with that like Tabitha before. I liked sitting with people while wrapping my arm around their shoulders regardless of our relationship. It just felt natural to me. But in this case, it definitely wasn’t platonic.

“You… really are noble like a knight.”

“Nah. I’m just a guy who plays along with pretty ladies’ games after teasin’ them a bit.”

“I feel absurd now.”

“Absurd is fun.”

“It is, but… also, a little embarrassing.”

“It happens.”

“Atlas.”

“Yeah, Clara?”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t know what you’re thankin’ me for, but you’re welcome.”

“For this life.” Clara leaned against me some more. “You saved me from death. You showed me normalcy when I was grieving. You listened to my request and took me to Frederick… and then ran away with me when I realized I made a mistake. Even now, when I dress like this and get close to you—rather than push me away, afraid of tainting me or getting in trouble, you hold me close.”

“I wouldn’t be a man if I didn’t accept when a pretty lady wants to show herself off to me.”

“A pretty lady,” Clara repeated under her breath before letting out a little chuckle. “I thought I looked silly. Do you… like how I look? Do you think this fits me?”

“Oh yeah. You’re damn irresistible right now.”

“Is—is that so? Well, I may disappoint you, because… I have no intentions other than… sitting here with you like this. I am not quite sure that I am ready for anything more.”

“Pretty funny hearin’ that from you after what you offered the first time we met.”

“That was different! I was not thinking clearly!”

I turned to face her, grabbing her by her chin to hold her still as I looked into her eyes. “So, what you’re saying is that if I want your body, I just have to demand it as the price for bein’ part of the crew?”

Clara’s widened eyes blinked a few times before she gulped, her cheeks steadily turning red. “I—that—”

“I’m teasin’ ya, but while I’m here, I’m going to be selfish. Feel free to stop me if you want.”

Clara looked a little confused, but I cleared that confusion up by pressing my lips against hers.

She placed her hands against my chest but didn’t push me away. If anything, she leaned into the kiss and let out a little moan against my lips.

The kiss lasted longer than I thought it would, not that I was going to complain about that.

And when I eventually pulled away, Clara was left looking damn near intoxicated by the kiss.

“How was that?” I asked.

“It… was better than I thought it would be,” Clara answered. “How… does it feel to take a princess’s first kiss?”

“A princess’s first kiss? Nah. I didn’t do that. All I did was take a pretty lady’s first kiss. And I’d be happy to take her second, third, and every kiss afterward, too.”

“You always know the right thing to say, don’t you? I wonder how that is. Just how many women before me have you seduced with that charm?”

“Enough to make sure you get the charm you deserve.”

“You are unbelievable.”

“Unbelievable beauty requires unbelievable charm.”

Taking the initiative, Clara took a deep breath before climbing on top of my lap to straddle me. She brought her lips against mine again a second later, wasting minimal time.

I took that as an invitation to touch her more.

While she straddled and kissed me, I let one hand slip under her thighs while my other reached up to her chest.

Admittedly, it was impossible for me to separate who she was from who she wanted to be. She was a princess. A woman of royal blood who could be an empress. And here she was, on top of my lap, making out with me as I touched her body.

That was pretty damn exciting.

There I was, some guy who came from the trash, regardless of whether it was real or not, making out with a princess.

And as wee made out, she lowered herself against me, grinding her crotch against my bulge.

I broke off the kiss and whispered, “What about not bein’ ready?” Before she could say anything back, I brought my lips to her neck to kiss before going in for a bite.

That bite brought another moan out of her as she wrapped her arms around me. “I—I never said I am ready.”

“But you’re not stopping me.”

“I never said I wasn’t ready, either…”

“I want you, Clara, and I’m not going to stop. If you’re not ready, you’ll have to be the one to stop me.”

“Then… I suggest you hurry before my nerves get to me.”

In that case, it was time to hurry.

I stood up, keeping one arm under her to support her, and carried her to her personal cabin.

I kicked the door shut behind us as soon as we made it to her room.

It didn’t take much longer for me to have her underneath me on her bed, my knee between her thighs, as my hands gripped her body while I spent more time biting her neck. My cock felt like it was about to burst out of my pants at any second.

“St-stop, stop,” Clara gasped out.

I pulled my leg back and stopped groping her as soon as she spoke. “You alright?”

“I—I am… not ready after all.” She wiggled out from underneath me, looking like she was about to cry. “I am sorry, I—”

“Hey now.” I brought my hand up to her eyes, wiping away the first tears. “There’s not a single damn thing to apologize for.”

“I got caught up in the moment and—”

“It happens.”

“I… am sure you must be disappointed.”

“The only thing that would disappoint me is you not stopping me if you’re not feelin’ it.”

“Is it… really okay?”

“You shouldn’t even have to ask that. Save those tears for a more deserving time, alright? I promise, there ain’t anything wrong.”

“I feel even more embarrassed now.”

“It’s all good.” I sat on her bed, my back against the wall. “Trust me, this is nothin’. Want to hear an embarrassing story?”

Clara chuckled and asked, “I struggle to believe you could have such a story.”

“I think you’re placing a bit too much faith in my skills. Even if I’m God’s personal gift to ladies everywhere now, I wasn’t always like this.”

Clara laughed even harder at what I just called myself. “Hearing you say that makes me want to slap you.”

“Hah. Don’t worry, I feel like slappin’ myself over that, too.”

“So… what about that embarrassing story?”

“The first one that comes to mind, since there are far more than just one, is this time I got absolutely wasted and thought I was makin’ love to a beautiful lady. The next day, my friends showed me a video they took of me with my pants down while I made love to a couch.”

“Oh, oh no.”

“They started callin’ me ‘Vice President’ after that one.”

“Vice President?”

“It’s a reference to somethin’ from my world. Oh, and there was this other time this girl I liked said she’d let me fuck her if I could jack off in front of her and last longer than five minutes. Anyways, she pulled her tits out and I came in thirty seconds. It didn’t help that I was already way too horny before I even started strokin’.”

“You had… quite the lustful life.”

“That ain’t a good thing.” I looked up at the ceiling. Whether all of that really happened or not didn’t matter. It was all still real to me. I lived through every one of those memories. “I was a fucked-up kid. Real fucked up.”

“Do you want… to talk about it?”

“Nah, I don’t want to trauma dump on ya or anything. I mean, if you want to hear about it, that’s one thing. I don’t really mind talkin’ about it. But I won’t just start spilling all the details on my own.”

“I… want to know more about you, Atlas. I want to know more about the man who saved me and showed me what it is like to live a life without royal expectations forced upon me.”

“Well, let me know if it gets too dark at any point, alright?”

“I will.”

“In that case… well, I’m not sure what happened with my parents. All I know is that I was raised in a pimp’s house by his women. There were some other kids there, too. Think I was only seven or eight the first time he made me put on heels and a dress.”

“Atlas…”

“The ladies there hated it, of course. They did their best to protect me and the other kids. One of them even tried to kill him once. He made an example out of her and nobody else raised a hand against him after that. A rival gang got him eventually, though. They took the women and left all us kids to the streets.”

“I cannot even imagine what that was like.”

“That’s good. The fewer people who can relate, the better. Anyways, the reason I brought this up because of the lustful life thing—I guess you could say, bein’ this way is my way of taking control over what was used to torment me as a kid. I’m in control now. I get to do what I want with who I want, and I can stop at any moment. And if anyone else tells me to stop, you bet I do. There’ve been a few girls who had a problem with this, though.”

“How could any of them possibly have a problem with that?”

“Well, y’see, some folk are romantics. They love the idea of bein’ someone’s first. They love the idea of loyalty and monogamy. They don’t want to share their partner with anyone else. They want sexual intimacy to be this sacred, important thing. But to me? I just can’t see it that way. Sex is sex. It don’t got any meaning to me. When a lady gives up her body to a man as an intimate expression of her love and devotion, but to him, it’s just another Tuesday, I can’t blame her for getting’ upset.”

“I see… that… does make sense. I cannot deny I would feel a little hurt to… give you my first, only for you to feel nothing from it.”

“I like to call myself perfect, but I know I ain’t.”

Clara scooted a little closer to me since she was sitting next to me by that point. “But… I am curious about something. You do not want to share Mari, right?”

“Right.” I had a feeling I knew what the next question was.

“But you still want to do whatever you want with whoever you want?”

“I’m a hypocrite, right? But here’s how I look at it. She’s a normal girl. She cares about intimacy like that. It’d make me jealous if she shared those intimate emotions with anyone else. But if I was with a girl like me? Like Tori, for example. I wouldn’t care what she did with who. When there’s no intimate emotions involved, I don’t get jealous. It’s just pleasure. That’d be like gettin’ jealous over Mari eating a good steak.”

“I see. Then… is there anything you would consider intimate that you only do with someone you cherish?”

“Hmm. That’s a tough question and somethin’ I struggle with, honestly. I feel like a lot of things I do with Mari are… intimate, but to a normal person, there’s probably nothin’ special about it. Things like givin’ her massages, helping her with her hair or washing together, getting her food and drinks when I know she’s hungry—things like that. That probably sounds stupid, huh? Sex is a way bigger thing to be all intimate over.”

“I don’t think that sounds stupid at all. I might not be able to relate… but the important thing is that you do your best to show intimacy in a way that matters to you. I might even say that it makes you more of a romantic.”

“Yeah?”

Clara nodded before leaning her head against my shoulder. “Sex isn’t a big deal to you, so that means you value your partners for more than their bodies.”

“I do still value their bodies.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Hah, I do.”

A few moments passed in silence before Clara asked, “If you could change… would you?”

I had to seriously think about that. But, ultimately, the answer was exactly what it was always going to be. “Nah. I love who I am and wouldn’t want to be any other way. Besides,” I placed a hand against Argos’s hull, “I think I’m exactly who I need to be now. Everything that has ever happened to me, real or not, has made me who I am now.”

“Real or not?”

I turned my head to kiss the top of Clara’s head before hopping off from her bed. All I did then was give her a little wave over my shoulder as I made my way toward the door. Though, before I could leave the room, I turned around and said, “I think kissin’ a girl on the top of her head is pretty intimate. Wouldn’t just do that with anyone.” Then I shot a finger gun and a wink at her before shutting the door between us.

It was time to go report to Mari since I was sure she was looking forward to hearing about how her plan for Clara went.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Have I ever mentioned how there wasn’t much to do in space?

No wonder most shows and games skipped over the incredible amount of downtime there was when traveling between two points in space. And with Tabitha around, there was even less for me to do than usual since she completely took over every last part of Argos’s maintenance. I mean, sure, I still helped out every now and then since it felt bad not to, but things that used to take me five minutes were done in seconds with Tabitha’s help.

That girl was even more of a machine than Argos was when it came to maintenance.

But I found out what I could do to pass the time.

Make some furniture.

Tabitha wasn’t all that happy about it, but I took some scraps and extra parts to weld together a new coffee table to put in front of the couch. That meant I got to kick my feet up onto it whenever I was on the couch.

“Getting ready to flip!” Mari announced over the comms from up in the flight deck.

Remember how I mentioned I had fewer things to do ever since Tabitha joined the crew? Well, with Mari wanting to take on more and more responsibilities when it came to piloting, the list of things I had to do got cut down even more.

Clara covered up the cup she was holding over in the galley, grabbed onto the counter, and waited as Mari spun us around. “Flip complete! Beginning deceleration burn.”

And then our gravity came back.

Clara let go of the counter and came on over to me. “Here’s your coffee, Atlas.”

I took the cup from her, a sip from the cup, and a kiss from her after swallowing. “Thanks, babe.” She’d been doing lots of little gestures like that ever since we had that talk in her room. Rather than worry about sex or anything like that, she did little things for me, and I did little things for her. Honestly, it was pretty damn comforting.

Even with Mari, sometimes, it felt like she just liked me because of my bedroom skills. I knew that wasn’t true, but a stupid part of my brain still felt that way every now and then. But with Clara, not only did she turn me down when I tried having sex with her, but she listened to what I said and implemented it into our day-to-day routine.

“How is it?” Clara asked me, waiting for my response with eager eyes.

I gave the coffee a chef’s kiss. “Perfect. You nailed the cream and sugar this time.” I always did like my coffee sweet and creamy, just like my ladies. Alright, that was bad even for me.

I was still going to have to use that line on someone at some point, though.

Clara let out a relieved sigh and smiled. “Good. Now that I have your coffee perfected, I have to perfect Mari’s tea.”

While I was taking another sip of my coffee, I noticed Clara’s eyes widen from shock, and she went running off right after that.

“Tabitha! What happened to you?!” Clara shouted, causing me to look away from the TV.

Tabitha was standing over there by the ladder to the lower decks with the left half of her face covered in blood. “I uh, made a mistake. Thought I secured my wrench before the flip. I didn’t. The wrench reminded me of that.”

“We need to get you to the medbay!”

“I’m fine, Bangs, I’m fine. It’s no big—oi, since when do ya have two sets of tits?”

“Medbay. Now.”

“You’re not tall enough to try usin’ mommy play on me. And I’m older than you.”

Clara stopped trying to reason with Tabitha and instead dragged her away toward the medbay.

Mari and Argos came down the ladder to come hang out right after Clara left with Tabitha.

“Hey there, ladies,” I called out to them. “Good job with the flip.”

“Thank you!” Mari replied before looking off to the side and spotting the blood on the ground. “Did… did someone get hurt?”

“Tabs took a wrench to the head durin’ the flip. Her fault, not yours.”

“Is she alright?!”

I shrugged. “Probably.”

“Only probably?!”

“I’ve seen worse and she’s a tough girl. Thought Clara had four tits, though. That was funny.”

“That reminds me, I wanted to write a story with an alien girl who had four boobs in it… but every time I imagined how that would look, I thought it was weird and gave up on the idea.”

“I think two tits are plenty fine on their own.”

Argos looked down at her own chest and brought her mechanical hands up to it. Most of the time, Argos was in the nude, seeing as how… well, there was nothing to hide other than metal. And her chest was totally smooth. “Argos… maintenance needed,” she said.

Mari crouched down in front of Argos, hands on her shoulders, and said, “Argos, I know the girls in my stories might put me to shame most of the time in that department, but listen to me. There are countless men and women out there who love chests whether they are home to mountains or vast plains. There is even the popular saying, ‘flat is justice.’ So, remember, this is proof of your justice!” Mari moved her hands to place them over Argos’s chest. “You are the most just AI to ever exist!”

“Argos… just?”

“Yes! Argos, the AI of Justice!”

I could have sworn I saw Argos’s eyes sparkle a little. “Changing designation to ‘AI of Justice.’”

Argos, the AI of Justice, huh?

… I bet she never thought she would ever hear a human call her something like that.

Argos looked so damn happy about it, too. Tail wagging and all.

And I couldn’t help but to think back to everything that led to this moment—everything that made this moment of Argos’s happiness possible.

If even one tiny thing changed—if my personality was any other way, I wouldn’t get to see Argos with a wagging tail of pure happiness in front of me while Mari gave her the title of AI of Justice.

“It was all worth it,” I told myself.

Mari and Argos turned their heads to look at me with the former asking, “What was that?”

“I’m just talkin’ to myself. Don’t mind me.”

When I first gave Argos her name, back when she was just a ship in a game as far as I was concerned, that was because I wanted to treat her better than the Argos of myth was. I wanted to come back to her and give her the life that she deserved no matter how long it took.

I made her wait a century.

But instead of coming back only for her to look upon me for a few moments before passing away, she gets to be happy—loved. She gets what she always deserved.

How ironic that was.

For all I spouted to everyone else about being free, I—

Well, it didn’t matter.

“How long until the subspace point?” I asked Mari.

“A little under three weeks,” Mari answered.

“We’re probably gonna get checked before we go through, huh?”

“That is standard procedure.”

The last time we entered subspace, we fought our way through. And the last time we left subspace, we came out in the middle of a civil war.

“It might be a problem if anyone there recognizes us from before the registration change,” I said.

“Oh,” Mari said. “Yeah. That… would be a problem.”

“And we can’t just change back to our real registration since our manifest and history is under the current one. So, we’ll be hopin’ for the best.”

“I feel… really nervous now.”

“It’ll be fine.”

Three weeks later.

“This is Captain Till Steyer of the Resistant Bough,” an unfortunately familiar voice said over the comms. “Interesting. It was not long ago that I saw a ship exactly like yours under another name, Legitimate Salvage.”

We reached the subspace checkpoint where a whole fleet of military ships were waiting to perform inspections.

Admittedly, that complicated things.

“That so?” I replied. “Well, producers rarely only ever make a single ship of its model.”

“Right you are, Legitimate Salvage,” Till said. “Have you enjoyed your stay in our system?”

“It was pretty nice.”

“Any luck in the casino?”

Yeah, he knew more than I wanted him to know. The problem now was if he knew about Clara.

“Atlas,” Clara said, standing at my side. “If you turn me over, then—”

“Absolutely not,” I said, cutting her off before she could even finish that thought.

Till’s voice came back over the comms to say, “My apologies.” He sounded like he was laughing a little. “I could not resist giving you a scare. Ah, I wish I could see your faces right now.”

“I know I’m beautiful, but I think your wife might be unhappy with you checkin’ it out.”

“She certainly would be, Atlas. Hello again.”

“Hey again, Till.”

“The Legitimate Salvage? I do like that name, but the previous one had a certain charm to it. Oh, and I have to ask. That maneuver in the asteroid field—did you push one and hide behind it?”

“I’ve heard that sort of thing is pretty darn illegal, so I can’t say that I did.”

“Oh, it is very illegal. Now, tell me. Can she hear me?”

“I’ve got a couple ladies here who can hear you. Mari and my new mechanic.”

“I see, I see. Then just in case there might be another set of ears onboard, let me say this: the score is twenty-nine to four, and it will never be made five.”

“… is that old man alright?”

“You mean my old mentor before transferring to intelligence? I assure you, he is far too much of a brute to ever be anything but perfectly fine.”

Clara could only look back and forth between me and the screen, eyes full of confusion as she struggled to figure out what was going on.

“I would have helped, you know,” Till told me. “If you found any survivors onboard that ship, I mean. I have my honor.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “You know, you might want to check your ship for an infestation. I noticed some bugs on mine after docking with yours.”

“Appearances are important, Atlas. Procedures must be followed. Not following them will only make you suspicious. Your partner—Mari, I believe? No amount of flustering her will make her lying ability more believable, while on the topic of suspicious behaviors.”

“I feel like this whole conversation might be pretty suspicious, Till.”

“It certainly would be if it were not encrypted several times over using methods that most in the military are not allowed to even know exist. Working in intelligence has its perks. That being said, appearances matter. I will be boarding your vessel for a friendly inspection with my most trusted personnel shortly. And please, do not worry about hiding any stowaways outside. That is dangerous.”

“Will do. Looking forward to having you again.”

The comms cut and we received a request for docking.

I gave Argos the go-ahead to accept it and turned to look at Clara. “So.”

“He… was an ally all along?” Clara asked me.

“I heard from Lady Val that anyone with a functioning brain is on your side, and I remember Frederick mentioned there being that event a bunch of captains attended last year. You remember if this guy’s name was on that list?”

“Till Steyer… no, I do not believe his name was on it. But… the Resistant Bough opened fire on my ship! If he was on my side, why—”

“You’ll get to ask him in a bit. That bein’ said, Argos, Tabs, keep the engine purrin’ and ready to go. Clara, me and you are grabbing some guns. Mari, be ready to take off the instant there’s trouble.”

Mari stuttered out, “Are—are we expecting trouble?”

“Nah, but always better safe than sorry.”

An hour later and the airlock between Argos and the Resistant Bough opened up, revealing the familiar Till Steyer standing there in uniform with a couple of soldiers behind him carrying some impressive guns.

“Permission to come aboard?” Till asked me.

“Permission granted,” I answered.

“Thank you. I do apologize for the bugs. Rest assured, none are accompanying me this time.”

“That’s good to know.”

Till smiled and looked back at the soldiers, nodding to them.

They both set their guns down in the airlock. Then they set their sidearms and knives down, leaving them defenseless as far as I could tell.

“A sign of trust, hopefully,” Till told me.

“I figure you’d be a lot more aggressive if you had bad intentions,” I told him.

“I prefer subtly, but yes. Had I any intention of not letting you through, or leaving with more than I have arrived with, I would be taking a much different approach. Now then, may I see her?”

“That ain’t up to me.”

But it was up to the lady who just stepped out from behind the corner. Seeing as how she didn’t bring any of her proper clothes, and the only other clothes that fit her weren’t exactly appropriate for guests, she was wearing one of Mari’s oversized sweaters again.

She looked like she didn’t quite know what to say, standing there pretty awkwardly, but she didn’t need to figure out what to say first.

Till and the soldiers with him knelt down in front of her like knights before their queen.

“I am glad to see you are safe, Second Daughter,” Till said.

“Pl-please, just call me Clara,” Clara replied.

“As you wish. Are you well?”

“I am, but… if you were never against me, why did you…”

“Appearances, my lady. I was under orders to cripple your vessel, board it, and extract with you to bring you to safety.”

“Who ordered that?”

“Sir Albert Richter, Knight-Commander of Imperium Military Intelligence.”

“His name was on the list… I do not believe you can trust him. He—”

“Pardon the interruption, my lady, but I understand your concern. He attended the event with the others who have blindly taken your sister’s side, but he did not partake of the wine served to the rest.”

“Do you mean to tell me that they are being controlled?!”

“I mean to tell you that Sir Albert Richter is a paranoid man.”

“If he knew, then why didn’t he stop them?!”

“Appearances, my lady.”

Clara stomped forward, looking ready to slap Till, and he looked ready to accept it.

But no slap came.

“You will be found dead in the upcoming weeks,” Till said. “Your body, found floating near the wreckage of your former ship. The media shall celebrate your death while the masses mourn it, and the military will be used to crack down on any protests in your name.”

“… and then?” Clara asked.

“Are you, as Second Daughter, demanding to know the plans of Imperium Military Intelligence? Or are you, Clara, seeking to sate a morbid curiosity?”

“… the latter.”

“Then I am afraid I cannot provide you with a satisfying answer. What I may do, however, is wish you an excellent life. Sir Albert Richter is not happy with your decision, as I am sure you know our shared mentor is not, but there is nobody in this system who does not wish to see the beloved Second Daughter smiling and happy.”

Clara took a deep breath before stepping back to join me at my side. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome. I hope that, should you ever return, it will be to a system that has realized the truth and carried out justice.”

“And I hope that your appearances last you.”

“Perhaps they will. Perhaps they won’t. Regardless, it will not be your problem.” Till placed his hand against his chest and bowed, prompting the soldiers behind him to do it as well. “Please do enjoy your life, Clara. We of Imperium Military Intelligence shall continue our work until justice has been carried out. Your older brother was quite the supporter of our work. Still is, too.” Till winked.

“Wait—still?! Is—is he alive?!”

“I believe this inspection is complete.”

“Answer me! Is he—”

Till ignored Clara’s shouts to look at me instead. “Atlas, do check behind the seam of the cushion’s underside for the captain’s seat on the flight deck. It is best to be thorough when exterminating pests.”

I chuckled and told him, “You sly dog.”

“I take great pride in my work.” He motioned to his soldiers. They picked up their guns and stepped back. “I hope that we may see one another again someday when we do not need to worry about appearances. Until then, I wish you safe travels through subspace, and may you have a pleasant time in Sol.”

“Wait!” Clara shouted. “Can you—at least… tell my brother I am sorry?”

“If he were alive, I am sure he would say something along the lines of, ‘Good, the farther away she is, the safer she’ll be.’” Till stepped onto his ship’s side of the airlock. “Goodbye, Atlas, Clara. Until we meet again.”

Clara wiped her arm over her eyes before nodding. “Stay safe, Captain Till Steyer.”

I wrapped my arm around Clara to pull her next to me. “I’ll keep Clara safe.”

For the first time, I noticed Till’s eyebrow twitch as if he was angry about something. I wonder what that could have been about. “I will… not inform anyone of your casual behavior toward the princess,” Till told me.

“And I won’t inform you about just how casual we get behind closed doors.”

Till’s eyes went wide while Clara shouted, “Atlas!” at me, but the airlock sealed between our ships right after that.

“You really are loved by your people,” I told Clara.

“That was uncalled for!”

“Yeah? Then why do you sound like you’re trying not to laugh?”

Clara gently smacked her hand against my chest before turning away and finally letting her laughter out. A happy sigh followed the laughter. “So, my brother is still alive.”

“Sounds like it.”

“I feel better knowing that. If anyone has the skill to deal with my sister, it will be him.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out sooner or later. Now, let’s get on up to the flight deck.”

“First.” Clara turned to face me again, grabbed onto my shirt, and pulled me down so that she could kiss me. “Imagine how furious he would have looked if he knew about what almost happened in my bedroom.”

I winked. “Imagine how furious he’ll be once we pick up where we left off.” I gave her another kiss before standing up straight. “Let’s go. The others are waitin’.” I looked up at the security camera in the airlock. “And probably just watched all of this.”

Clara covered up her face as soon as she remembered that.

Back on the flight deck, the first thing I did was crawl under my chair to look for what Till told me about.

And yep.

There it was.

“That dog really did sneak one by us,” I said. “Argos, you still got footage from when they came here the first time?”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied, putting the security footage up on the main screen for us all to watch.

Till placed a couple of obvious bugs before sitting down in my chair to look through the ship’s logs. While doing that, he curled his leg up to scratch behind his ankle… and that was when, while his hand looked naturally next to the underside of the chair, he must have slipped the bug under it right in view of the camera.

He made it look so damn natural that I never would have suspected it without him saying anything.

“Damn, he’s good,” I said. “But I’m also pretty pissed.” I tossed the bug over to Tabitha. “Do me a favor and put that in a sealed container somewhere.”

“Ya don’t want me to destroy it?” Tabitha asked.

“Nah. Far as I’m concerned, that’s a line straight to Till’s personal phone. Who knows? That might come in handy someday if we ever visit this system again. Get back up here and strap in once you’re done with that.”

“On it, Cap.”

There was nothing else in the way. We had the green light to proceed into subspace thanks to Till.

It was time for me to go and see what Earth was like—what the real Earth was like.

But not before we found out if the Moon was really made out of cheese or not.


Afterword

Whew. Sorry about this taking so long. I’ve been telling people “next month” for half a year now. So, let’s get into why.

Let’s get the more basic excuses out of the way with first: stress, new relationship, two hospital visits, an emergency gallbladder removal surgery, a new dog, and addicting video games that I didn’t want to put down.

Now we’ll get into the more serious stuff.

So, at the beginning, I actually got a good chunk done. I wrote the first… three chapters? And then I was really inspired for a scene that happens later on, so I went and wrote like 1/3rd a book of content for what would be the end of the volume. All that was left was to fill in the gap between those two sections I wrote.

And that was where the difficulty came in.

Every time I went back to write the earlier chapters, I was thinking, “Alright, how do I connect this to what I wrote for later on?” Everything that I wrote needed to work toward that, and I wanted it all to be in one volume. But as the months went on with making practically zero progress while stressing myself out more and more, I felt like I was stuck in a hole, and I hated that. I dug myself into a couple of holes early on in my web serial history and ended up dropping those stories as a result. Part of me was starting to worry that I screwed myself with this story. I had no way of reasonably connecting the start of the volume to the end of the volume in a satisfying way.

Now, I’m also dependent on the money I make from Patreon and Amazon for a living. The longer it takes me to publish a book, the more fucked I am financially. That added even more stress on top of everything else. I started thinking, “Alright, I need to publish something, but I’m struggling way too much with this story.” So I started writing two new stories. After about 20k words of both of those, I stopped because I would feel far too guilty publishing another new series while people are still waiting for this sequel. It didn’t feel right.

Then I asked myself, “Do I need to connect them?”

What I wrote for the ending of the volume originally is one of my favorite things I’ve ever written. It makes me tear up every time I go to reread it.

But it just ain’t in the style of the story, baby.

It would probably be better in the eyes of most people. Atlas getting dragged into conflict over Clara, going to rescue her, taking out her sister, helping Clara take the throne, then going to leave… only to find that Clara stowed away on Argos to abandon her new position in secret.

It was gonna be epic. Dramatic. Exciting. There was going to be another fake out of “oh, the girl we thought is going to join the harem is staying behind again… sike!”

Then I looked at what the main theme of the story is again.

Freedom.

Clara would have been chaining herself to responsibilities inherited by her bloodline against what she desired, only to get into trouble, drag Atlas into it, and then win while getting to still run away. She was going to get to have her cake and eat it too. The satisfaction of fulfilling her duties and then running away from the “boring” parts of it.

That’s not meaningful enough to me.

In a way, you could say I made her much more pathetic. I’m sure some people would call her that, at least. She lost her family and her crew. Her traitor sister is running a smear campaign against her. She lost everything. Yet, as soon as she had her first real taste of freedom, she got addicted to it and couldn’t let it go. She abandoned responsibility and revenge in pursuit of freedom. That’s a far less heroic thing to do in traditional storytelling. But, in the end, it felt far more satisfying to me. It was not as exciting nor as dramatic as what I had originally written, and it goes against what someone would normally expect from the genre, but it was more satisfying to me.

You could say that I chose the option at the same time as her. I had shackled myself to this feeling of needing to combine the two parts of what I wrote. It was only very recently that I figured, “Hey, I can just… throw out everything I originally wrote and have this go in an entirely different way.”

So I did.

You could say that Clara and I both abandoned our responsibilities for the easy way out, but also the way out that left us both happier and free.

Clara is a girl who, in any other story, would be inspired by her duties to go and get revenge. She would do “what’s right” no matter what. She would lead a rebellion, take down her sister, and bring order back to her empire.

But in this story, she’s just a girl who never asked to be born into nobility who has never wanted anything but to explore and be free. And when given the opportunity to do so, she is not going to abandon what she wants in favor of what is “right.”

I’ve always hated when characters do that in stories. Sure, it’s motivating every now and then. You get some cool badass who sacrifices what they want because it “must be done” and they have a duty that is important to them. But sometimes, I want to see someone just go, “Nah, I’m good, I’d rather run away from those problems to be happy.”

There’s a reason why I consider the “if” route of Re:Zero where Subaru runs away with Rem to be the true ending and I completely stopped following the series after reading that.

That’s enough yapping about that.

Let’s talk about Argos now.

I knew what I wanted Argos to look like since before I even started writing this. Like a doggo version of Fran from Reincarnated as a Sword.

Cute and funny, as Mari would say.

That being said, because of her smaller overall size combined with certain lore implications that should be pretty obvious by now in my opinion, you might understand why I most likely won’t be writing any explicit content featuring Argos in the story. I’d rather not risk getting in trouble.

By the way, did you know I’m reopening my Discord server so new people can join?

I’m also pretty regularly in the voice chat in case you ever want to drop by, and we also have a server up that we use to host different games that anyone on the server is welcome to come play with us. Things like Palworld, Valheim, Project Zomboid, etc. Right now, we’ve got a modded Vintage Story server up and running, which I plan on going back to no-lifing as soon as this is submitted to Amazon. So if you want to come play some Vintage Story, chat with me and/or other readers, or just get faster updates on when I publish new volumes or stories, come join the Discord!

The Discord link is: https://discord.gg/Vu9D4XTt9b

That’s all for now. I think. If you would like to read more of what I have to offer, down below are links to my other series, Patreon, and more.

You can check out my other series, The Ascension Game, here!

And my other other series, The True Endgame, here!

Any my other other other series, Lord of Infinity, here!

And my other other other other series, Lazy Dragon Queen, here!

If you want to be among the first to hear about new book releases and special offers, consider subscribing to my mailing list! You can subscribe to the mailing list here: https://acearriande.ck.page

If you want to follow me on social media, you can check out my X at: https://x.com/ace_arriande

I have a Patreon, too, with early access to advanced chapters of all of my stories which you can find at: https://www.patreon.com/AceArriande

And if you ever want to email me for any reason, you can email me at: ace@arriande.com

I also have a YouTube that I mainly stream on you can check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGmETU0sr2AIjA0jwq-MsSQ

Thank you once again!
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